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ABSTRACT 
Those who teach in Higher Education in the UK face with the growing 
internationalisation and diverse landscape of the sector as well as an 
obligation to provide students with opportunities for personal, professional 
and academic development. Whilst a great deal has been written about 
both internationalisation and Personal Development Planning (PDP), a 
structured and supported process, which is intended to enable individual 
students to reflect upon their learning and plan for their future (QM, 
2000), relatively little is known about international students' perceptions 
and experiences of such development and planning. 
This thesis aims to explore issues that are under-represented in the 
literature, experiences, perceptions and meanings of personal 
development and PDP among international students, and cast some light· 
on the complexities of individuals' development and growth. It employs a 
broadly phenomenological perspective, attending to individual 
representations and understandings of a small group of culturally diverse 
students in one university setting, captured with the use of qualitative 
research methods (concept maps and interviews). Methodologically, it 
attends to the researcher's specific insider/outsider positioning and 
highlights reflexivity as the key feature of the research process. It 
documents the research journey in a transparent and conscious way, 
evidencing the methodological experimentation and the development of 
the researcher. 
This research raises key questions about uncritical application of concepts 
such as PDP as well as other pedagogic practices in increasingly diverse 
classrooms that are underpinned by Western philosophical and scholarly 
traditions. It challenges a narrow perspective of personal development as 
centred on agency, individuality, self-promotion, independence and 
personal achievement and gain by inviting a consideration of personal 
development and learning as socially constructed processes with a wider 
range of purposes than traditionally articulated by PDP. It also challenges 
the perception of international students as 'bearers of problems' and 
'empty vessels' and contributes to the shift in the literature from the 
rhetoric of blame and defiCiency to the rhetoric of resource - respectful of 
students' experiences and knowledge. Whilst not claiming generalisability 
from a small sample of participants, this project nonetheflE.es~. ;~.<il!S. .. ..\ :'.'.~.i~~~~· OI.f!""..... "\ 
implications for researching and teaching across culturEjs, r,~foi~g ....~:r -'.. , ;,,~.Qr" 
awareness of complexities of multicultural education. ~ .;.':::\.; ''... . _:"J.~lC 
e··~~~1i(;~-AMi. ~ . . ~ j~ 
!'-._ .. ,.~1__ ~1t 
12r?:':::'L':"::~..,::...,______, 
1 
In this research I focus on students' ideas of personal development (PD) 
and personal development planning (PDP). By looking for things that 
support, not hinder their personal, professional, social and academic 
development I am able to offer some insights into students' conceptions, 
beliefs, experiences, hopes and aspirations and suggest ways of 
. improving educational practice (especially in terms of PDP). 
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Chapter One 

Chapter One: Introduction 
Education is a social process. Education is growth. Education is not a preparation for life; 
education is life itself (Dewey 1938). 
This chapter provides a background to my research journey and 
introduces the initial purpose, rationale and scope of the study, as well as 
the theoretical and methodological frameworks and the main concepts that 
were influential in my research. It concludes with the overview of the 
structure of the thesis. 
1.1 Overview 
Research into international students' experiences of learning in foreign 
(mainly Western) Higher Education (HE) institutions often focuses on the 
deficits and difficulties, such as language barriers or perceived difficulties 
in adaptation to an unfamiliar system in terms of approaches to learning, 
with such issues as critical thinking and independent learning mentioned 
frequently (Leonard, Pelletier & Morley, 2004; Carroll & Ryan, 2005; 
Trahar, 2007; Caruana, 2007; Montgomery, 2010). In this respect, it is not 
much differentfrom a general trend in the teaching and learning literature 
that concentrates on failure (Barnett, 2007). Yet, as Barnett observes, 'by 
and large students keep going' (p.2), persevering and succeeding, often 
against all odds and many of them see their studies as life-transforming. In 
this thesis I take Barnett's (2007) more positive orientation and am 
interested in finding what helps students develop and achieve. One aspect 
of my research offers insights into challenges experienced by a small 
group of culturally diverse students, which paradoxically are not seen by 
them as problematic or deficient, but as highly developmental and, for 
some, truly transformative. 
As the focus of my research is on subjective meanings and experiences I 
adopted a phenomenological stance with a particular focus on individual 
stories. I take Montgomery's (2010) point that these stories 'are crucial to 
2 
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developing a positive image that counteracts a deficit model that may 
sometimes be applied to international [or, in fact, as Barnett (2007) 
argues, all] students' (p. xvi). Although, the initial focus of my research was 
not narrative, I gradually became more interested in individual, rather than 
collective experiences and navigated towards a more narrative approach. 
The impetus for undertaking this research came partly from my 
longstanding interest in intercultural learning, internationalisation of HE 
and personal development and partly from curiosity about Personal 
Development Planning (PDP) as part of the government agenda. Prior to 
joining the Centre for Excellence in Teaching and learning (CETl) at the 
University of Bedfordshire (UoB) and undertaking this research I had little 
knowledge and no experience of PDP. I was eager to learn and was 
interested to see how a broad, national initiative could be translated into 
individual student experiences and what difference (if any) it could make to 
their lives. Therefore this thesis describes an investigation into personal 
development and PDP among a diverse body of students at the UoB. 
I used qualitative methodology, in particular I collected data through 
concept maps (described further in this chapter and chapters 5 & 6) and 
individual interviews (chapters 6, 7 & 8). I treat them both as 
representations of and 'tools' for reflection on meaning of individual 
experiences and understandings of personal development and PDP. I 
assume that what students reveal in their maps and interviews is 
significant to them and that 'there is some, though not a transparent, 
relationship between what the person says and beliefs or psychological 
constructs that he or she can be said to hold' (Smith, Harre & Van 
langenhove, 1995, p.10). I consider students' (previous and current) 
educational contexts and how I am positioned in the research process 
(chapter 2) and I offer my own reflexive accounts throughout this thesis. 
By examining an under-researched area of experiences of PO and PDP 
among a small sample of a diverse population of students I hope to cast 
some light on the complexities of students' development and growth and 
3 
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offer some suggestions, specific to the UoB and other universities with a 
similar student profile. This work also contributes to the on-going debate 
on the internationalisation of HE and the role of PDP within this sector. 
1.2 Looking back ... 
I registered on a doctoral programme naIvely thinking it would be a 
straightforward, logical and progressive journey with a clear outcome, 
even though I had intuitively sensed that with new insights, different 
perspectives, knowledge and sheer experience of doing research in a 
different educational context to my previous Bachelor's and Master's 
degrees, I would be challenged in many ways. Having gone through 
different cycles, shifts and encountered several obstacles I have now 
arrived at a point where nothing seems simple, definite or certain. I look 
around and I see a sophisticated, complex and highly diverse landscape, 
not only of personal development, but of research and life itself. As I look 
back at my early writing and ways of approaching analysis I realise how 
much my research project changed and how much I developed as a 
researcher. As Charmaz and Mitchell (1997) suggest, most of the 
published research does not teil a full research story; there are no 'false 
starts, no confusion, quandary, infatuation, or terror' (p.212). What we 
usually see is the end product, a coherent, neat and often linear, 
chronological and logical story of a research journey. Although, to some 
degree and mainly for the purpose of ease of reading, in this thesis I 
imposed a logical flow of argument, in the real life of my research I went 
forwards and backwards on a winding path (Cousin, 2006), which, at 
times, opened up to surprising vistas, offering excitement, and, at other 
times, led to dead ends, leaving me feeling lost or frustrated. All these 
experiences were valuable. Feeling dissatisfied with particular stages of 
research led me to question theoretical and methodological frameworks 
and helped increase an awareness of the research process and my 
positioning within it (chapter 2). As a result, subsequent attempts to 
4 
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analyse my data were improved by adding other analytical lenses in a 
search of what I see as a more 'holistic analysis'. Therefore, the structure 
of this thesis (see section 1.2.6) reflects the development of the research 
and my growing reflexivity and documents substantial shifts in the process 
in an attempt to represent the research journey, rather than the final 
product only. 
Below I summarise the development of the project with its main 
methodological, ontological and epistemological shifts and provide an 
overview of the structure of the thesis. 
1.2.1 Initial purpose and rationale for research 
The original aim of the research was to explore experiences, 
representations and understandings of personal development and 
attitudes to PDP among a diverse student population at the University of 
Bedfordshire in order 'to make the experience of PDP relevant and 
valuable to international students'. I held the assumption that international 
students' ideas about PD would be different to those of British students 
and that as 'newcomers to the British educational system [international 
students] may struggle to understand the concept of PDP, its value and 
relevance to their lives' (Jankowska, unpublished RS4 report, 2008). My 
concerns were based on the premise that they would have no experience 
of PDP as 'a structured and supported process' aimed at reflecting 'upon 
own learning, performance and/or achievement' and planning 'personal, 
educational and career development' (QM, 2000, p.8) and therefore they 
might not recognise the term and, possibly, not understand the concept, 
especially at the beginning of their studies in the UK. These assumptions 
stemmed from the recollection of my prior experiences as an international 
student in Finland (difficulties in understanding some locally used 
concepts or rarely being provided with an explanation or justification of 
expectations or specific practices) and my positioning as an inexperienced 
researcher, new to the area of PDP. 
5 
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Hence, I initially decided to broaden the area of inquiry and talk to 
students (in the pilot study) about their understanding and experiences of 
personal development and teaching and learning in general, as well as 
about PDP (when possible, as not all interviewed students had 
experienced or were able to identify PDP). I reasoned that this broader 
outlook could illuminate how differently international students 
conceptualised personal development and whether differences in 
pedagogic approaches could, at least partially, explain the assumed 
difficulties in 'taking to' PDP. At the beginning of my PhD journey in 2007, 
the discussions around PDP were dominated (both locally at the UoB, and 
nationally, especially in the Centre for Recording Achievement1 (CRA) and 
Higher Education Academy2's (HEA) circles) by perceived students' and 
academics' difficulties in 'buying into' a new (and as of 2005 compulsory) 
PDP agenda. Having 'soaked up' the arguments of how PDP has to be 
explained, 'sold' or how some academics need to be 'convinced' of the 
value of PDP, it is not surprising perhaps that my initial interest was also 
located in this discourse. 
Following my interests in the internationalisation of HE, I was keen to 
explore what concepts of PO and PDP could be found among a diverse 
student population at the UoB. Although all students may be 'diverse' in 
many respects, such as gender, age, class, cultural and ethnical 
backgrounds, just to name a few, I wanted to focus on cultural background 
as the main level of diversity in my study. Having decided at the outset 
that this project would be a qualitative, in-depth investigation of the 
phenomenon I was aware that my sample could not take into account all 
the different levels of diversity and include students of all backgrounds; 
instead, I would focus on those nationalities with the largest representation 
among the student population at the UoB. When I began my PhD students 
I eRA is a network organisation, partner of the Higher Education Academy (HEA) ,which seeks 
'to develop and demonstrate the value of recording achievement and action planning processes as 
an important element in improving learning and progression throughout the world of education, 
training and employment (para 2, http://www.recordingachievement.org) 
2 HEAcademy is a national and independent organisation which promotes excellence in teaching 
and learning in the UK Higher Education (http://www.heacademy.ac.uk) 
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from Africa, Central Eastern Europe (CEE), China and the United Kingdom 
formed the majority of the undergraduate UoB population (see appendix 
1). However, I am aware that the four groupings are also substantial 
overgeneralisations. I use them because of various geographical, 
philosophical, political, economic and historical commonalities, as: 
When nations have existed for a long and glorious time, they cannot break with 
their past, whatever they do; they are influenced by it at the very moment when 
they work to destroy it; in the midst of the most glaring transformation, they 
remain fundamentally in character and destiny such as their history has formed 
them. Even the most daring and powerful revolutions cannot abolish traditions of 
long duration (Fran90is Guizot cited in Kohn 1955, vii). 
However, at the same time, I am aware that neither these broad groups 
nor even national cultures can ever be homogenous - they all are 
composed of a variety of individuals, often very diverse ethnically (for 
example, there are fifty six ethnic groups in China), religiously and 
linguistically. 
British, Chinese, African and CEE students not only formed the biggest 
groups at the UoB at the time of my data collection but also come from 
distinctively different socio-historical, economic and political contexts 
(discussion below), which inform cultural values and philosophical 
traditions and exert influence on conceptions of teaching and learning (see 
chapter 4). Below I discuss some of these influences, noted in the 
literature. 
Although in the literature on cultural aspects in teaching and learning, 
Western is often contrasted with Eastern (and other) pedagogic traditions, 
the term Western is problematic because, literally taken, it refers to the 
whole Western hemisphere and includes many more people than the term 
usually implies (Tweed & Lehman, 2002). Other terms that can be found in 
the literature refer to Anglo-Saxon or Anglo-centric education and 
curriculum often point to 'a neo-colonialist attitude in British Higher 
Education [which] led to the assumption that an Anglo-centric curriculum 
and the UK-originated teaching approaches were optimum in mainstream 
Higher Education' (Brown & Jones, 2007, p.1). When I talk about Western 
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conceptions of teaching and learning, I refer mainly to this Anglo-centric 
education and the philosophical traditions, on which it is built. 
Tweed and Lehamn (2002) indicate that Western pedagogy can be traced 
to the Socratic process of teaching and learning, which is based on 
interrogating one's own and others' beliefs - so called 'Socratic 
questioning'. In this process students are encouraged to publicly debate 
and challenge each other's' beliefs by carefully examining and evaluating 
knowledge to elicit one's self-constructed knowledge. Durkin (2008) 
highlights that 'the individualistic, low uncertainty avoidance Western-style 
critical argumentation common in UK universities involves rigorous debate, 
an aggressive search for truth and a discerning for error, bias and 
contradiction (Paul, 1994; Ennis, 1996)' - something that 'has been 
described by Thayer-Bacon (1993) as "the butterfly mentality", which often 
results in polarised critiques, with theories and ideas rejected or accepted 
on the basis of supporting evidence and logical argument' (p.17). 
Evidence therefore is to be doubted and should be scrutinised until it can 
be proved (or disproved) as legitimate and truthful. 
Given this traditional tendency to examine, question and critique, much of 
Western education revolves around oral tasks and, according to Scollon 
and Scollon (2001 ), functions as a preparation for various oral 
interrogations (examinations, job interviews, public debates), in which the 
act of persuasive speaking is important. Hence presentations, group work, 
disputes and critiques are 'daily bread' for most British students. According 
to Phuong-Mai, Terlouw and Pilot (2006), working in a group 'from a 
Western perspective, often means working within a social constructivism 
environment in which students, using their collective knowledge, may 
exceed the knowledge of their teacher and thereby bring the teacher's 
knowledge to question' (p.5). They argue that in the Western classroom, 
knowledge construction begins with the students themselves (this requires 
a degree of self-interrogation and self-reflection) and can pass from 
teacher to student as well as in an opposite direction and between the 
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students themselves. The teacher in such a classroom plays a role of a 
guide, a facilitator (not an all-knowledgeable expert) who moves between 
the groups and observes and motivates learning. There is not a clear 
hierarchy, 'each member has a job to do' (ibid, p.6). 
Moreover, Western societies, in line with liberal ideas, privilege individual 
development and focus on individual achievement and fulfilment, 
promoting values of independence and personal mastery, with a focus on 
strong and transferrable intellectual and practical skills 'of perception, 
analysis, and expression' (Association of American Colleges and 
Universities, 2012, para 1) in a search for truth (further discussion in 
chapters 3 and 4). Hence, the onus is also on self-directed, autonomous 
learning in a student-centred environment, where experiential learning 
plays a pivotal role. Socratic philosophy, as well as later Enlightenment 
ideas (valuing reason and empirical evidence, Montgomery, 2010), are the 
foundations for learning through active engagement and discussion, and 
as such, are incorporated in the work of Dewey (1933, 1938), Knowles 
(1990), Kolb (1984), Gibbs (1988) and other Western scholars (see 
chapter 3). These are based on the premises that education has to be 
based on (and expand) experience and therefore has to provide 
opportunities for exploration, thinking and reflection (often incorporated 
into a learning cycle, see chapter 3). 
Therefore, some of the key, 'archetypical' characteristics of 'a model 
British student' (Turner, 2006, p.34) include being an 'active learner' who 
'asks lots of questions and participates vocally in the classroom', 'learns 
by combining a range of learning skills - an active, problem-based 
learner', 'meets the teacher's suggestions with independent mind and 
imagination', 'studies in trained but personalised style', 'may strive to "do 
one's best" against the standard', 'takes a critical stance on knowledge 
and learning' and 'contextualises learning and relates it to other aspects of 
life in a holistic manner' (p.34). 
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As I explain in the following chapters, the literature suggests a trend to 
import educational policies, theories and practices from the West, 
especially 'the enthusiastic application of "constructivism", student-centred 
learning, active learning and autonomous learning' (Phuong-Mai, T erlouw 
& Pilot, 2006, p.3), which can often, as the examples of Africa and Asia 
show, result in the neglect of one's cultural heritage (Phuong-Mai et ai, 
2006). 
Western pedagogic prinCiples are often contrasted with those of South 
Asia (with the focus on China) and the differences are often presented in a 
dichotomous way, as if the two approaches to teaching and learning could 
be placed on opposing poles. 
Confucian teachings are said to provide philosophical foundations for 
Confucian Heritage Cultures' (CHC; for a detailed discussion see chapter 
4) systems of education. According to Tweed and Lehman (2002), the key 
principles of Confucian teaching emphasise effort in learning (over ability), 
practical orientation in learning, behavioural reform (the importance of 
virtuous behaviour, which can ensure individual success and societal 
harmony), acquisition of essential knowledge (with an emphasis on 
'acquiring and transferring knowledge rather than expressing personal 
hypotheses', p.92), respectful learning, which involves looking up to and 
learning from those 'who provide models of virtue' (p.92). Ultimately, 'for 
Confucius, unlike Socrates, learning is not focused mainly on questioning, 
evaluating, and generating knowledge because truth is not found primarily 
in the self (p.92). Hence the Confucian approach emphasises the 
importance of role models (contemporary and ancient) and the importance 
of interpersonal relationships and in-group cohesion. 
Moreover, as a result of nearly six decades of socialism the approach to 
knowledge that can be found in China is 'unitarist' with 'factual 
construction of knowledge' established early and any questioning or 
criticism of knowledge content or methods not tolerated (Turner, 2006, 
p.30). According to Ho (1986), Li (1994) and SEC (1996), cited in Turner 
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(2006) education is socially normative - 'a cornerstone of the country's 
economic modernisation policies' and 'political and civic education exerts 
a strong influence on the curriculum' (p.31), dictating the importance of 
subjects (sciences, not humanities) and the way of managing assessment 
(mainly individual, exam-based) and progression (Turner and Acker, 
2002). The classroom environment is 'formal, disciplined, teacher-centred 
and didactic' (Turner, 2006, p.30), with emphasis on reception (listening), 
memorisation and reproduction of knowledge in a highly competitive 
environment, where places in good institutions are limited. 
In spite of classroom formality and seriousness, the teacher-learner 
relationships are friendly as teachers act as mentors, not only educators or 
disciplinarians (Biggs & Watkins, 2001; Ho, 2001, cited in Turner, 2006). 
This corresponds with Confucian notions of respectful relationships, with 
teachers perceived as role models, as well as with a socialist vision of 
education, in which teachers are bearers of civic and moral education and 
where the governance of personal behaviour is promoted (Turner & Acker, 
2002). 
Turner (2006) provides a succinct 'pen portrait' of 'the model Chinese' 
student, based on the commonalities found in the available literature of the 
subject. In a nutshell, a typical student 'works hard to achieve results - the 
harder working, the better the student', is 'a passive-receptive learner' 
(listening to the teacher and spending a lot of time studying privately) and 
'learns within defined disciplinary rules and boundaries'. He 'learns mainly 
by reading and processing knowledge', 'responds to the teacher direction 
obediently and adopts both structures and substance of study according to 
teacher direction'. He 'does not question accepted norms and ideas' and 
combines intellectual capability and "good" moral behaviour' (hence is 'a 
"good" citizen'). He is also highly competitive and 'strives to be the best' 
(p.33). 
Turner (2006) also argues that learning in contemporary China remains 
teacher-centred, focused on knowledge content, exam-driven and largely 
! 
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elitist and male-gendered. Yet, as I explain in chapter four, no culture or 
educational system, can be perceived in such a static way. Grimshaw 
(2007) contends that Chinese, like every other education, is complex and 
dynamic, with a multiplicity of beliefs and practices. The integration of 
China into the global market economy and blooming private sector 
contribute to this complexity. 
The situation regarding African education is also complex, not only 
because of a great cultural and historical diversity among the African 
population and on-going effort in development, political pressures and 
many other areas of priority but also because the majority of African 
learners come from countries which have been colonialised and the 
influence of the Western coloniser is still present in education systems and 
other aspects of life. 
As Adeyemi and Adeyinka (2003) explain, since the age of Christian 
missions in Africa, Western culture (both British and French) exerted its 
influence on various aspects of life in Africa and culminated in the 
introduction of formal education with its emphasis on 'literary and purely 
academic work' (p.42S). For Tikly (2001) European colonialism 'provided a 
key mechanism and template for the spread of contemporary forms of 
education' with 'a common structure of schooling throughout the region' 
and a common 'curriculum based episteme (ground base of knowledge) 
with its roots in the Graeco-Roman tradition' (p.157). Hence this Western 
education replaced 'the [traditional] holistic, lifelong and utilitarian type' of 
education (Adeyemi & Adeyinka, 2003, p.425) which emphasised fostering 
of 'unity and citizenship in the immediate environment in which African 
finds himself or herself (p.430) and resulted in the spread of schooling 
which still retains the traces of the Western coloniser. Therefore many 
African students venturing into university education in the UK may be 
more familiar with the British system of education and its core curriculum 
than many other international students. However, at the same time, 
economic, political and social context orients African education towards 
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different goals of education which, according to Adeyemi & Adeyinka 
(2003) needs to also include: 
the removal of economic and social poverty, hunger, disease, squalor, illiteracy, 
ignorance, electoral malpractice, etc.; training for citizenship, health 
improvement, vocational competence, industrial and commercial development 
and adult literacy; creating society with high moral standards; and producing 
adequate human power (or human resources) for economic development (p.431). 
Moreover, many African societies today call for a return to the indigenous 
education system and the emphasis of unity in the traditional community 
and many other goals that existed before the advent of Western education 
(Adeyemi & Adeyinka, 2003). In particular, Adeyemi and Adeyinka point to 
traditional education in many African countries, in which 'young people 
acquired a communal rather than individualistic outlook', and which was 
'instrumental in helping people to subordinate their personal interests to 
those of the wider community and appreciate the values, norms and 
beliefs of their society' (p.437), local history, language, customs and 
values, such as kinship, respect for elderly, cultivation of oral tradition 
(storytelling, poetry, folklore and riddles) and magical understanding and 
interpretation of the truth (Fasokun, Katahoire & Oduran, 2005). 
Traditionally, learning in Africa was participatory and active, often 
accompanied by music and dancing and usually had to be practically 
applied (Fasokun et aI, 2005). It emphasised learning by doing, lifelong 
education, training on the job as well as learning to live and living to learn 
(Oduaran, 2002, cited in Adeyemi & Adeyinka, 2003). Moreover, morality 
has always been a very important component of African education with its 
emphasises on set 'standards of behaviour, rules and regulations, totems 
and taboos, do's and don'ts' (Ad eyam i & Adeyinka, 2003, p.436), which 
should guide people and which should be imparted on learners by 
teachers. In this sense traditional African education 'embraced the idea 
and practice of indoctrination' (p.439), which invoked the fear associated 
with teaching and learning and which is still present in modern day 
schools. 
Such fear, as well as the shadow of state-socialist indoctrination (similar to 
the one in China), is also present in the education systems of Central and 
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East European, post-communist countries (Poland, Slovakia, The Chech 
Republic, Hungary and post-Soviet Union countries, including Russia). It is 
based not only on harshly asserted Soviet educational thinking with 
'western educational theory ... rejected as reactionary, bourgeois and 
idealist' (Godotl, Juceviciene & Kodelja, 2004, p. 562) but can also be 
related to older philosophical principles. Traditionally the universities of 
CEE countries were perceived as 'ivory towers' with the focus on 'I 
production and reproduction of knowledge and strongly influenced by the 
German tradition of late 19th century, which ascribed the universities a role 
of 'serving the State, preparing competent civil servants, and embedding a 'J 
sense of national awareness and culture' (Bateson & Taylor, 2004, p.474). 'i 
They were disciplinary focussed and aimed at the production of highly, but 
narrowly, skilled forces (based on the Humboldtian concept of Bi/dung­
broad skills development within a given specialisation) and 'unlike Anglo­
American traditions of liberal education [with its] focus on student 
development, the German (and later the Soviet) model emphasised 
received knowledge in the academic discipline as opposed to student's 
overall personal growth' (p.474). The Organisation for Economic Co­
operation and Development (OECD, 1996) positions CEE universities as 
overly teacher-centred, with 'encyclopaedism, overload, and excessively 
discipline-based approach' (p.123), where teachers are to be respected 
and listened to and neither the content, nor the delivery, is to be 
questioned. Galbraith (2003) points out that education in a socialist period 
became not only narrow and specialised but also the priorities were set by 
the State. As Godon et al (2004) point out 'socialist educational theory 
based on dialectical materialism, with its demand for the socialist 
ideological orientation of the proletariat, was seen as the only theory that 
was socially progressive and scientific' (p.562) and went much further than 
the imposition of ideas, with previous schooling systems often destroyed 
and many teachers reluctant to submit to the new regime removed or 
executed ­ 'any factual evidence that questioned particular ideology was 
declared to be mistaken' (Tomusk, 2000, p.184) 
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In such systems of education, as Elliott and Tudge (2007) observe, 'any 
freedom of choice and opportunity to operate in ways counter to teacher's 
intention was largely illusionary' (p.1 01) and teaching routines could not 
(and often still cannot) be negotiated or contested, as Alexander (2000) 
found in his research on primary education systems. Not surprisingly then 
the classrooms in CEE have typically been much more orderly and 
disciplined than, for instance, American ones (Alexander, 2000). 
In a nutshell, in CEE universities there is a greater focus on theory and 
broad background knowledge (rather than practical skills) and the 
development of progressively higher-level intellectual and metacognitive 
skills is achieved through a more immediate requirement for memorization 
(Hufton, Elliott & Illushin, 2002a). 
Students are expected 'to have a rigorous academic experience, to spend 
time in the classroom [with much higher number of contact hours than in 
the UK universities] and in the library, [to memorise plenty of factual 
information], to be examined, graded and leave with the university 
diploma' (Bateson & Taylor, 2004, p.475). As the state-socialist countries 
of CEE 'had tried to relate higher education to the perceived needs of the 
society to the extent unknown in the history of the university' (Tomusk, 
2000, p.184), the graduates could generally count on having a job (usually 
within the area of their specialism) straight after leaving education. 
Yet, despite the indoctrination and rigidity of the system, in the countries of 
post-Soviet bloc education is treated as the highest good, an end in itself 
(Hutton, Elliott and Illushin, 2002a, 2002b, Perry, 2005). Historically, 
knowledge has been perceived as a liberty, a forbidden fruit, a tool to 
protect oneself from a communistic brain wash and exercise intellectual 
freedom (for further discussion see Jankowska, 2011). This view, I argue, 
is translated into CEE learners' perception of education as not only a 
means to securing a good employment but also as a source of personal 
satisfaction and an 'art' in its own sake. Hutton, Elliott and IIlushin's 
research (2002a) point to a 'strong evidence of students' pursuing mastery 
I
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goals and making significant effort to secure learning and improvement for 
their intrinsic value - as a means of personal growth' (p.7S). 
However, since the fall of the Soviet Union the situation of higher 
education in the CEE countries has been rapidly changing as these 
countries 'must face globalisation, market-driven, for-profit, value-for­
money demands' to stay 'in the game' (Kwiek, 2001, p.2). Kwiek also 
predicts that in increasingly market-oriented environments, prospective 
students are likely to extort more customer orientation (mimicking the trend 
so visible in the UK) and unreformed institutions will either have to be 
reformed or lose their student bodies to other market-oriented providers, 
including those abroad. Moreover, various economic and political 
pressures (including governmental strategies to reduce the scope of state 
responsibilities and support deregulation, privatisation, liberalisation and 
marketization) will lead to further changes in the intellectual landscape of 
HE in CEE. 
I hope that these brief descriptions of philosophical traditions and socio­
political contexts provide evidence for my earlier claim that, having been 
shaped by different philosophical, political, economic and historical 
contexts, these four broad cultural groups seemed to be significantly 
different from each other, which could offer an opportunity in my research 
to reflect on cultural differences in approaches to learning, teaching and 
personal development. 
1.2.2 Initial scope of the project 
At the outset of my research (prior to beginning research with students), I 
planned to conduct an exploratory research activity, which aimed to 
investigate conceptions of PDP among members of staff at the Centre for 
Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL) who were charged with the 
responsibility of supporting the implementation and delivery of PDP across 
the U08, a pilot study (with under- and postgraduate students), a 
longitudinal study (undergraduates, with data collection in their first, 
second and third years), and a further study with postgraduate students. 
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Figure 1 below presents the details of the initial samples (further details 
are provided in chapters 5 & 6). 
However, both life and research can be unpredictable and even though 
one can plan to follow the schedule closely, most research undergoes a 
degree of change. In this case I made the decision to analyse the data 
from the postgraduate sample in greater depth (see chapters 6, 7 and 8) 
instead of including data from the first year of the undergraduate study 
because I realised that it would make my research too wide-ranging for 
one doctoral project. The only exception to this is that I analysed the data 
elicited from the CEE students, on which I draw to make points about my 
insider/outsider positioning in the research process, see chapter 2, section 
2.2.3. Therefore the figure below takes stock of all the collected data but, 
as I explain in chapter 6, not all of it has been utilised. 
-5 5s (UG and PG) -325s 

·CMs and interviews (conducted .32 CMs (beginning and end) 

once) 11 interviews (beginning) 

·to test the methods 

-225s (UG) 

12 PDP 'experts'

-eM and interviews (conducted 

once) -eM (individual, group & 

'common vision') 

-Intention of longitudinal study 
Figure 1: An overview of collected data 
1.2.3 Initial theoretical and methodological framework 
As Flick (2006) highlights, qualitative research is especially relevant in an 
era of 'rapid social change and the resulting diversification of life worlds' 
that confront 'social researchers with new social contexts and 
perspectives' (p.12). I perceived the subject of my research as located in 
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this type of context and lending itself readily to a range of qualitative 
approaches. Hence, from the outset of this project, I opted for a 
methodology which combined several elements - a multi-method 
approach, which can be referred to as bricolage (Kincheloe, 2001, 
Kincheloe, McLaren & Steinberg, 2011). Bricolage denotes the use of 
multiple perspectives or diverse theoretical traditions which can be 
employed in a broader critical theoretical and pedagogical context (ibid). 
Although, as I explain further in this chapter, the collage of theoretical and 
analytical approaches evolved over this project's life, I stayed faithful to 
the idea that using multiple frameworks is a suitable way of exploring such 
a complex phenomenon as personal development. 
Below I introduce the main theoretical and methodological approaches 
and concepts which framed my initial thinking about the topic. 
Firstly, I was influenced by Ausubel's Assimilative Learning Theory 
(Ausubel, 1963), and its subsequent developments and Novak's work on 
meaningful learning (Ausubel, Novak & Hanesian, 1978; Novak, 1998; 
Novak & Carias, 2006) which advocated taking stock of students' 
knowledge at regular intervals in order to make the process of acquiring 
knowledge explicit. Novak (1998) and Novak and Carias (2006) developed 
a concept mapping tool, which they believed could facilitate this process 
and also provide a teacher with a way to capture an overview of students' 
knowledge and acquisition of key concepts. 
Constructivist learning theory (propagated by Dewey, 1933, 1938; Piaget, 
1957 and Vygotsky, 1978) indicates that people learn not only by 
memorizing material (which would be defined as rote learning in Ausubel's 
and Novak's terms), but also (and more importantly) by integrating and 
organizing new information into a pre-existing framework of knowledge 
(Phillips, 2000). The learners create their new comprehension of the 
subject matter on the basis of what they already know and believe and 
new material they come across (Ausubel, 1963; Novak, 1998). Moreover, 
the learner's conscious effort and engagement in integrating new 
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knowledge with what has already been acquired is an important 
prerequisite to meaningful learning. Novak (1998) and Novak and Canas 
(2006) believe that the visual representation of the knowledge in the form 
of a concept map (CM) promotes the interaction of new material with 
existing cognitive structures and in that way contributes to meaningful 
learning. Methodologically, I was keen to explore the use of the this tool in 
a much 'softer' area than the 'hard' science - where CMs had been used 
extensively (Kinchin, Cabot & Hay 2008; Kinchin & Hay, 2008; Kinchin, 
Lygo-Baker & Hay, 2008; Hay, 2007, 2008). I intended to assess its 
potential for capturing (perhaps more abstract, ephemeral or difficult to 
describe in words) concepts relating to PD. Aware of a growing literature 
suggesting that students experience difficulties with reflection and the 
development of meta-cognitive skills (Tomlinson, 1999; Bleakley, 2000; 
Eraut, 2000; Moon, 2000; Clegg, 2004; Clegg & Bradley, 2006), I later 
suggested that there is a need to provide a structure for students' 
reflection (Jankowska, 2010a) and I believed that concept mapping may 
be one way of doing it. Initially, I also hoped to explore whether there 
would be any cultural variations in the visual and conceptual 
representation of PO and assess the usability of the tool in an intercultural 
environment, that is its benefits for a diverse student population 
(Jankowska 2009, 2010b). 
I was also interested in analysing a variety of reflective pieces (e­
portfolios, blogs, learning journals) - 'ethnographic elements', which could 
include evidence of students' reflection on PD and PDP and bring out 
cultural variations in representations and perceptions of PO and PDP. 
Moreover, I was guided by a broad interpretive, phenomenological stance 
which Finlay (2009) refers to as a 'phenomenological attitude' in the sense 
of my research being phenomenologically inspired or orientated (p.9). This 
is because I am inspired by hermeneutic philosophy (mainly Heidegger) 
and concerned with the meaning and interpretation, being and becoming. I 
view reality as socially constructed, fluid and contextual (see chapter 2 & 
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3) and recognise 'the constructive role of the researcher in the 
interpretation of that individual's experience' (Coolican, 2009). 
As I explained, I came to research in the area of PDP with little knowledge 
and no experience of it. An inductive approach implies that the researcher 
begins with as few preconceptions about what she is studying as possible 
and keeps an open mind in the research journey (O'Reilly, 2009). 
However, I acknowledge that it is impossible to remain entirely inductive 
as we all have our interests and ideas about the phenomenon (see my 
initial ideas are listed in the section 1.2.1) and therefore I accept that I also 
brought my own experiences and knowledge to the project and I drew on 
various theories and concepts from the start. However, I tried to remain 
open-minded and discover the things that might contrast with the theories 
and my own ideas and also progressively draw on concepts from my 
research as they became useful. O'Reilly (2009) refers to this process as a 
constant iteration and for me this involves listening to my participants, 
reading and thinking, talking about and reflecting on various aspects of 
research in a circular manner, making my research both iterative and 
inductive. 
Therefore, I perceived an inductive, discovery-based, phenomenological 
framework as suitable for a study that touches upon very personal aspects 
of human development and asks about participants' individual and 
personal representations, values, beliefs and ideas. I decided that an 
individual interview would be the most suitable forum for this kind of 
dialogue. 
Finally, I aimed to describe and understand the phenomenon not only from 
the students' point of view but also from the perspective of staff involved in 
the implementation of PDP at the UoB. A small exploratory activity was 
designed to capture the conceptions of PDP held by members of the 
CETL team. It served as a platform for discussions about the UoB vision of 
PDP, which resulted in a creation of a locally used model (see chapter 5). 
The discussions and the model were helpful in the exploration of the 
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relationships between the broad governmental initiative, local, institutional 
understanding and implementation of PDP as well as students' personal 
agendas at work. I aimed to include 'critical elements' by investigating 
these various agendas and asking questions about the usefulness of PDP 
to all students. 
Therefore, the methodological framework consisting of a mixed method 
approach to data collection (CMs, semi-structured interviews, and 
documentary sources, such as e-portfolios, blogs, cultural learning 
journals as well as UoB documents) from multiple respondents 
(postgraduate and undergraduate students and staff members) was 
designed to permit methodological triangulation (Creswell, 2003, p.15). As 
Huberman and Miles (1994) point out, findings can be verified or at least 
made plausible •... by seeing or hearing multiple instances ( ...) from 
different sources by using different methods' (p.267). 
The application of cognitive, phenomenological, ethnographic, critical and 
grounded (theory) lenses at the outset of this research was intended to 
gain a rich and detailed description of the phenomenon which could 
contribute to the body of knowledge in the field. 
I have only touched here on my initial methodological position and 
signalled methodological developments ahead. The latter will take a 
central position in the sections below and chapters 5,6 & 7 and become a 
testimony to crossing several thresholds in the research process. 
1.2.4 Ethical considerations 
I took account of formal ethical procedures, required by the Psychology 
Ethics Committee at the University of Bedfordshire, by drawing up the 
appropriate consent forms and informing the potential participants verbally 
and in writing about the nature and aims of the research and of their right 
to withdraw at any point. I assured the participants that confidentiality and 
anonymity would be strictly observed and informed them of precautions I 
intended to employ to meet this requirement (the use of pseudonyms, 
21 
"'I 
Chapter One 
- .. 
I 
absence of any identifiers in the reporting and protection of the raw data). I 
encouraged the students to ask any questions about the study and 
assured them that they would have access to their data (interview 
transcripts and eMs) and the final thesis, should they request it (ethics 
forms, consent forms and adverts distributed to students are attached in 
appendices 2, 3 & 4). 
All the participants were recruited by the means of advertising within the 
University (through posters, word of mouth, and adverts placed on the 
virtual learning environment). There were no incentives for the students 
recruited to take part in the pilot study and postgraduate study. There was 
no coercion exerted but it was suggested that participation may be 
beneficial, providing students with opportunities for insights into their own 
personal development and a potential to use these to help them with PDP­
I 
I 
related tasks throughout their studies (such as reflective accounts in e­
portfolios, learning journals or blogs). 
At the beginning of the research I did not hold a teaching position at the I 
University and when this changed in spring 2010 I did not teach any of the 
participants recruited for the study. j 
•1 
All interviews were conducted in private, at times and locations convenient 1 j 
Ito the students. The participants were informed that I was interested in 
I 
their experiences and understandings of PO and PDP. It was obvious to I i 
them that I was a foreign student and I also provided some general 
information about my role within the University and my particular interest in 
PDP. Most of them were not concerned with my research position and 
specific interests. When students asked questions about me I answered 
honestly as I have experienced the positive role of self-disclosure in 
building and maintaining both teaching and research relationships but I 
tried to keep my responses brief, attempting to shift the focus from me to 
them. When asked for advice I directed students to available services 
(such as careers, volunteering, finance or counselling). 
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There were instances of students sharing personal reflections after the 
recording was stopped or outside the interview situation. These 
spontaneous disclosures instigated reflection, influenced my perceptions, 
provoked intensive exploration of the literature and discussions with 
colleagues from across the HE sector. I treat them as valuable informal 
data, which influenced much of the writing offered in this thesis. However, 
as they constitute unrecorded data I made an ethical decision not to link 
any of this information to the participants. 
As an ethically conscious researcher, I considered my obligation not only 
not to harm but also to promote the good of the individuals involved in the 
research as well the communities they belong to (Knapp & Van de Creek, 
2006). Many students highly commended the opportunity to have a 
dialogue about their personal development, suggesting that they benefited 
from taking part in this research and proposing that such conversations 
should become an element of current PDP activities (see chapter 6). I 
therefore saw it as my responsibility to disseminate the findings and 
provoke discussions across the HE sector. 
1.2.5 Riding the wave - shifts and changes 
From a certain pOint onward there is no longer any turning back. That is the point that 
must be reached (Kafka, 1998/1925). 
In this section, I attempt to summarise intrinsically interconnected 
methodological, ontological and epistemological shifts that shaped the 
research process and resulted in acquiring and mastering new and often 
troublesome knowledge in the fields of educational, psychological and 
intercultural research. My research journey had several important stops, 
marked by what I retrospectively perceive as stepping over particular 
thresholds, which, in Kafka's (1998/1925) words, had to be reached and 
which for me were also points of no return. Thinking about those changes I 
engaged in 'the process of reflecting critically on the self as researcher' 
(Lincoln & Guba, 2000, p.183) and I was reminded not only of theories of 
epistemological development (chapter 3) but also of Meyer and Land's 
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(2003, 2005, 2006, 2010) 'threshold concepts' - concepts which are 
central to the mastery of a particular subject. There are several important 
features of threshold concepts (highlighted in sections below) which also 
became salient in my research journey and in the students' accounts. I 
believe that the intersection between my development as a researcher, the I 
students' personal, academic, social and professional development and 
the evolving methodology of this research is an example of a constructivist 
paradigm at work. Below, I briefly discuss three phases of my research 
journey in an attempt to evidence the journey and situate ontologicaUy, 
epistemologically and methodologically chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8 of this 
thesis. 
1.2.5.1. 	 Stage one: 'settling' - 'playing it safe' (comfort and 

unambiguity) 

i 
:1 
For a brief moment at the beginning of my research I occupied a position 
of relative certainty/naivety. This is not to say that I viewed the world in ; 
absolutistic or dualistic 'right' and 'wrong' terms (Perry, 1970). I assumed 
the multiplicity of possible approaches in research, but I thought I knew 
what I was interested in and how I could go about finding it. Looking back, 
I see this was a rather comfortable space to occupy as it did not involve 
any ambiguity or uncertainty or evoke feelings of anxiety; initially I was not 
challenged, taken out of my 'comfort zone' and put 'on the spot' ­
conditions that, according to Barnett (2007, p.54), are necessary for 
becoming myself in the 'genuine higher education' environment. I shall 
return to Barnett's ideas of being challenged and 'ontological discomfort' 
as necessary ingredients for PO in chapters 4, 7 and 8, where I explore 
the centrality of these concepts to many students' stories. 
In this phase of my research journey I conducted a small pilot study (which 
led to some changes in data collection), explored the concepts of PDP 
among the 'experts' (academic staff responsible for introduction of PDP at 
the UoB) and collected a large proportion of my data. I report on these 
activities in chapter 5. However, the continuity of my study was soon 
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disrupted by maternity leave, which interfered with the initial exploration of 
various concepts, theories and approaches, leaving me no time to reflect 
on my experiences up to that date or attempt to analyse the data. My 
'ontological being' was yet to be truly disrupted (Barnett, 2007). 
1.2.5.2 Stage two: 'coming to the crossroads' - disruption of 'ontological 
being' 
Upon my return from maternity leave in the summer of 2009, I began 
analysing the data I had previously collected. Still holding a relative 
confidence in the chosen direction, I first engaged in analysing and writing 
up findings from eMs (see chapter 5). I soon realised I was not quite 
prepared for what I was beginning to see in the data, in my interpretations 
and in the theories and concepts I began exploring. From this point 
onward my journey was characterised by Meyer and Land's (2005) 
liminality - dislocation, uncertainty of the direction, extensive exploration 
of the field; in Cousin's (2006, p.5) words there was 'no simple passage in 
learning from 'easy' to 'difficult'; [it involved] messy journeys back, forth 
and across conceptual terrain.' The feeling of uncertainty started creeping 
in in early 2010, when I was writing about the task of concept mapping, 
subjecting myself to peer review, beginning to question Novak's (1998) 
typology of learning and doubting whether the ways of analysing CMs 
advocated by Hay (2007,2008), Kinchin and Hay (2005,2006) and 
Kinchin, Lygo-Baker and Hay (2008), which I initially wanted to follow, 
were suitable for my inquiry. At this point, I also became aware of some 
mismatches between the methodologies advocated and practical solutions 
to data handling (further discussed in chapter 5). When I moved onto 
applying principles of grounded theory to the interviews - open line-by-line 
coding (advocated by Charmaz, 2006), re-coding, looking for categories 
and the likely 'candidate' for the main exploratory concept, I began to 
realise that although, in principle, this method was useful in capturing the 
main themes and sufficiently rigorous, I was also feeling a growing 
discomfort with its language and, more importantly, with the fragmentation 
of the data it caused (see chapter 6). 
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This was happening in parallel to the intensive exploration of the 
theoretical and methodological grounds. The concepts I encountered and 
grappled with were troublesome - often intuitive, conceptually difficult, 
incoherent (requiring conceptual reshuffling in order to combine old with 
new knowledge and resolve any inconsistencies - therefore also 
integrative, (Meyer & Land, 2005). As I was adding 'new' ideas and 
concepts, I tried to find their place in my research. Some of them fitted well 
as they were extensions of ideas I had already experimented with, but 
some were contrasting and conflicting. This was the most labyrinthine and 
agonising experience of the research process, where 'things did not 
always go smoothly', I often felt 'at sea' and 'the travel was halted at times' 
(Barnett, 2007, p.77). It caused what Barnett (2007) calls 'ontological 
discomfort' and brought me to a realisation that unless I attend to 
ontological and philosophical foundations - pose questions about the 
nature of knowledge, ways of knowing and my own positioning and beliefs 
- it would be difficult to establish a coherent methodological and theoretical 
framework. Finally this reconfiguration and integration instigated 
ontological and epistemic shifts (see chapter 2) and therefore can be seen 
as reconstitutive (Meyer & Land, 2005). A more conscious and reflexive 
researcher was born out of the messy journeying across a vast 
'conceptual terrain' (Cousin, 2006). The consequent insights were truly 
transformative and irreversible. Once I 'digested' and understood them 
they changed the way I approached research, making it impossible to go 
back to the previous stages or ways of researching and conceptualising 
the studied phenomenon. But I could sense there was still much more to 
learn. 
1.2.5.3 Stage three: 'coming home' - narrating 
In their examination of social research, Holloway and Jefferson (2009) talk 
of the 'trial and error' involved in research processes and indeed, my 
research was no exception. As explained before, I trial led different ways of 
analysing eMs as well as the GT approach to analysing the interviews 
before I came to a conclusion that even though I learned in the process 
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and was able to provide (at least partial) explanations ofthe phenomenon, 
I was not fully satisfied with the outcomes. The following excerpt from my 
'diary' captures the dilemmas at this stage of the research: 
I am trying to engage in grounded theory but at the same time I am 
looking for a way of 'marrying it' with a way of representing the 
wholeness, the gestalt of an individual's experiences, perspectives 
and meanings. 
I am interested in narratives. I think using narrative approach could 
be a way forward. However, even though I have encountered 
numerous narrative research pieces in the literature, I have not seen 
many that would clearly and transparently spell out the process of 
analysis and in a way de-mystify it for me. Whenever I came across a 
narrative piece of research I would look in the hope of finding 
something that would suit me and my research. But so many of them 
are ephemeral about the exact steps and the practicalities of 
conducting a narrative analysis. 
Another issue is that I am unsure how to apply narrative analysis to 
the data that was not collected with a narrative approach in mind. 
Can it even be done? 
Although I was beginning to accept that I had reached the stage when I 
needed to add another analytical layer I was uncertain whether this could 
be done, and if so, in what ways. I recognised my anxiety, perhaps typical 
for a novice researcher navigating in an unfamiliar terrain. I wanted some 
reassurance, some 'do and don'ts' and clarity of how to approach data 
from a narrative perspective. 
I came across voice-centred relational method (VCRM) (Brown & Gilligan, 
1992; Mauthner & Doucet, 1998) that instantly felt like a 'fit' for my 
research and resonated with my evolving worldview. I felt I was 'coming 
home' as the below extract from the 'diary' explains: 
I
..' 
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I have now read several articles and chapters on VCRM and thought 
about it carefully - I decided it may provide a helpful and structured 
framework for my data analysis. It is very much consistent with a 
conceptual shift that took place in my thinking about epistemology, 
theory construction and ontological positioning. It appeals to me as it 
is different to other (mainly 'thematic' ways of organising data 
analysis, like for example the grounded theory method). 
This method requires four readings of each transcript and draws on the 
concept of 'relational ontology', which is argued to be consistent with an 
interpretivist or interactional standpoint in sociology (Mauthener & Doucet, 
1998). 
The four readings of interview transcripts focus on four aspects of the 
research phenomenon, such as: 
(1) An overall story - reading for the gist, main plots, characters as well 
as the researcher's emotional and intellectual responses to a 
transcript, 
(2) An individual voice (personal perspective and individual story), 
(3) Relationships, 
(4) Social, cultural and political contexts (I was specifically interested in 
cultural influences on PO). 
These four readings help a researcher to focus on particular aspects of the 
stories told. On each reading the researcher makes notes, which then, in 
turn, guide her in a process of thematic analysis - something that I felt 
more comfortable to engage in than already trialled coding. 
I felt that this approach was an answer to several issues I encountered in 
my research. Firstly, with its promise to delay the fragmentation of the data 
(the biggest point of my discontent with grounded theory) it offered a way 
of looking at participants in a more holistic way. It respected students' 
unique experiences, values, beliefs, ideas and it asked for their own 
interpretations and meanings. It also looked for continuities as well as 
discrepancies or contradictions in the participants' accounts (capturing 
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complexities of understandings, students' evolving ideas, including their 
struggles when facing conflicting emotions). It attended to their 'voices' 
and provided means to attend to relationships and cultural and educational 
contexts - issues of particular importance to most of my participants. 
Yet, there was a recurring doubt regarding the application of VCRM to 
data that was not collected with a narrative approach in mind. I looked for 
examples of researchers who let go of their chosen analytical approach 
and switched to a different one - preferably narrative analysis, especially 
VCRM. I did not find many examples, apart from Riessman's account 
(Riessman, 1993, see chapter 6) and Austin's (2011) PhD work. I 
wondered whether this was because most published research does not tell 
the full story (Charmaz & Mitchell, 1997). Maybe other novice researchers 
went through a tortuous journey similar to mine but did not provide the 
background and explanations about how they settled for their analytical 
approaches? I reflected on the way I collected the data and went through 
the interview transcripts again - this time without paying attention to codes 
or themes. I noticed that although the interviews were not 'stories' or 
narratives told freely (I used semi-structured interviews, which, to some 
extent, dictated the main themes) the participants often digressed and 
found ways of narrating their own stories. And I also noticed aspects that I 
had missed out during the coding phase (see chapter 6). 
Much as I was tempted to 'abandon' grounded theory completely, I 
decided to look for ways of incorporating the work done at different stages 
of the research. The most compelling solution was to turn to narrative not 
only as a way of expanding the analysis but also as a medium to represent 
the research journey. The canonical form of storytelling in the Western 
cultural tradition is chronological with a temporally ordered series of events 
(Labov, 1972; Labov and Waletzky, 1967). 
Although not all narratives follow a chronological order and/or include all 
the elements proposed by Labov (Becker, 1999; Gergen, 1992; Frank, 
1995; Riessman, 2008, Andrews, Squire & Tamboukou, 2008), I felt that 
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structuring my thesis in the canonical way could enhance its clarity and 
coherence (Mishler, 1992). Hence the analytical part of the thesis is 
presented in three stages: 'settling', 'coming to the crossroads' and 
'coming home' (see sections 1.2.5.1 - 1.2.5.3, 2.1.1-2.13 and chapters 5, 
6 & 7). The following section further explains the structure of this thesis. 
1.2.6 Structure of the thesis 
This thesis summarises the most significant aspects of my research 
journey. It was never linear and therefore could not have been written in a 
conventional way with separate sections for literature review, 
methodology, data analysis, findings and conclusions. I moved forward 
and backward many times as the research grew and changed - although I 
have listed three main stages with their turns to particular philosophies, 
epistemologies, ontologies and methodologies (see figure 2 below for the 
timeline) in fact there were many brief 'excursions' into different terrains 
which contributed to the bigger shifts. Therefore it is more appropriate that 
the thesis follows the 'lived experience' of research and attends to the 
particularities of each of its stages. Hence each chapter is an 
amalgamation of various research elements, including theoretical, 
ontological and methodological discussions, as well as analytical 
snapshots with a critical commentary and reflexive accounts. 
Increasing complexity and ambilUity 
Progressively more 
hybrid Insider/outsider 
position 
Outsider and novice 
VCRM narrative 
I"tIml'l>rt & unamblauity 	Staee 2: 

disruption of the 'ontological beinl' 

Lack of awuenessof Liminality, dislocation, Reconstitution, 
own eplstemololical uncertainty of direction, intellration; mono 
and onlolo.leal beliefs extensive exploration of the conscious & reflective 
field, IfaPpllnl with researcher 
troublesome knowledge 
Figure 2: Timeline and stages of thesis development 
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Chapter Two positions the research project within a spectrum of 
qualitative methodology, explains in more detail methodological nuances 
of the research, introduces the notion of the continuum of insider/outsider 
positioning within the research and discusses the complexities of 
conducting research with students. 
Chapter Three locates this research in the context of the PDP agenda 
and discusses its rationale, purpose and issues around practice, offering a 
critical look at its suitability for all students. It also offers a theoretical 
underpinning of PDP in developmental theories and concepts of personal 
development, growth and identity formation. It argues that the nature of 
developmental processes is dynamic, temporal, socially co-constructed 
and continuously re-negotiated. 
Chapter Four explores the notion of internationalisation within HEls and 
the contemporary issues of globalisation, marketization, consumerism, 
standards and quality. It also explores academics' and students' 
expectations and concerns, which contribute to the complexity of the 
landscape and pull curricula in different directions. It then turns to issues 
of multiculturalism and teaching and learning in diverse environments, 
challenging many assumptions and Western academic hegemony. It 
proposes a 'culturally relevant' pedagogic philosophy as a suitable 
underpinning for teaching and learning in multicultural HEls. 
Chapter Five explores local understandings of PDP and an attempt to 
create a model which could become a representation of a 'shared vision' ­
a baseline for a discussion of how PDP could be implemented at the UoB. 
It also presents initial research questions, first steps in data collection and 
the outcomes of the pilot study. 
Chapter Six describes the second stage of the research, in which I 
explore and critique the use of concept mapping and grounded theory. 
Here I present an early analysis of students' eMs and interviews and 
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discuss perceived challenges in analysing data with the use of the 
previously chosen frameworks. 
Chapter Seven describes the third stage of the research, a narrative turn. 
Here I introduce voice-centred relational method (VCRM) and provide four 
examples (in the form of case studies) of how turning to a narrative 
approach illuminated and deepened the analysis. 
Chapter Eight presents a thematic analysis of the data across the whole 
postgraduate sample. It discusses the most prominent themes in relation 
to PO and PDP, drawing attention to the commonalities as well as aspects 
and meanings that were different for different groups or individuals. It 
investigates the data through three prisms: subjective, relational and 
cultural/social. 
Chapter Nine draws the thesis to a close by bringing together the key 
issues that emerged in my research and providing the overall summary, 
conclusions, suggestions for further research and reflections on my 
research journey. I 
I 
_I 
'I 
I used several features throughout the text of this thesis. Italics denote ~I 
verbatim text taken from my research diary or memos and the text in the 
second reading in VCRM (which separates the researcher's intellectual 
and emotional response from other readings of the text). The 'I' poems 
have a particular layout, which highlights different voices coming to the 
fore in participants' narratives. I use pronouns he/she interchangeably 
throughout the text when referring to 'a student'. Due to the word limit I 
insert my questions and comments in verbatim quotations only if 
necessary, omitting my own speech, whenever possible. 
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Chapter Two: Researcher's positioning 
In chapter 1 I sketched the contours of this qualitative project with its three 
distinct stages in terms of methodology, ontology and epistemology. In this 
chapter I look more closely at my own positioning within the research 
process in those different phases, paying attention to how my growing 
knowledge and reflexivity disrupted my ontological being (Barnett, 2007) 
and prompted me to re-consider my methodological approaches to data 
analysis. I also explore in more depth the notion of a researcher being an 
insider/outsider and focus on it as a position on a continuum or spectrum, 
as although I started this journey as an academic member of staff and a 
member of the CETL team (which can be perceived as an insider in the 
world of academia), I often felt and was positioned as an outsider (a 
foreigner, a non-UK student, White 'other'). I also explore how these 
.. 
pOSitions were not mutually exclusive, but rather fluid, sometimes allowing 
hybridity or moments of 'double consciousness' (Sandsted, 2011;) when 
one can settle in, crystallise and then shift again. 
2.1 	 Locating myself on the continuum of qualitative 
methodology 
2.1.1 'Settling' on initial methodological and ontological positioning (stage 
1 ) 
I commenced my inquiry with what might be viewed as a more traditional 
social science background. Although I was much more attracted to 
qualitative than quantitative methods and interested in 'lived experience' 
(van Manen, 1998) and students as individuals, rather than concerned 
with issues of reliability, validity and generalizability, I was largely unaware 
of my own ontological and epistemological assumptions at the beginning 
of the process. On the one hand, I was still holding onto some positivistic 
concerns, such as guarding the research from my own biases, writing in 
(what purports to be) an objective, third person voice and aiming to 
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assume control over the research process; on the other, I was already, 
although unconsciously, moving towards more constructionist approaches 
(Gergen, 2009, Kincheloe, 2005) interpretative, phenomenological and 
subjective perspectives (which also included the one of a researcher) and 
evocative writing (Ellis & Bochner, 2000) as I wanted to concentrate on 
stories that could speak to the reader, draw the reader in and evoke 
reflection. I will describe my specific position within the spectrum of 
qualitative methods in the following sections, taking Madill, Jordan and 
Shirley's (2000) point that 'qualitative researchers have a responsibility to 
make their epistemological position clear, conduct their research in a 
manner consistent with that position, and present their findings in a way 
that allows them to be evaluated properly' (p.17). 
Initially, I was also more concerned with the methods I wanted to use, 
rather than methodology in a fuller sense. Pressed for time, I wanted to 
get on with practical aspects of my research such as data collection and 
trialling a concept mapping tool. On reflection, I had not given sufficient 
thought to the philosophical grounding. It became an issue for me later in 
the research process, when I grew dissatisfied with the methods I was 
using and realised this was partially because they were conflicting with my 
shifting ontological position and the growth of my understanding of 
methodological complexities. This reflection prompted me to consider 
Hitchcock and Hughes' (1995, cited in Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 
2007) hierarchical organisation of the research process: 
Ontological assumptions give rise to epistemological assumptions; these, in turn, 
give rise to methodological considerations; and these, in turn, give rise to issues 
of instrumentation and data collection. This view moves us beyond regarding 
research methods as Simply a technical exercise and as concerned with 
understanding the world; this is informed by how we view our world(s), what we 
take understanding to be, and what we see as the purposes of understanding 
(p.5). 
However, the starting position for me was one of a qualitative researcher 
who wanted to employ particular methods of data collection (interviews, 
concept maps and reflective pieces) and use a grounded theory approach 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to data analysis. During this stage of the journey 
1 
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I collected most of my data, but I had no time to engage in the analysis or 
reflection on the research process and my specific position in it (see 
section 2.2) as my studies were suspended. 
2.1.2 Coming to the methodological crossroads - developing 
methodological and ontological awareness (stage 2) 
Upon my return to the research process and as a result of my first 
attempts to analyse my data, using a grounded theory approach to 
analyse the interviews (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and a CM typology as a 
framework to analyse eMS (Kinchin, Hay & Adams, 2000), I began 
experiencing some methodological doubts (mentioned in chapter 1 and 
elaborated on in chapter 6). I gradually came to accept it was time to 
reflect on the journey so far, clarify my ontological position and re-consider 
my methodological framework. 
At the beginning of this project I envisaged collecting more data to allow 
cross-cultural comparisons, which were initially intended to be the focus of 
this research; this not only became practically impossible but also 
undesirable, given that my interest shifted and, upon consecutive listening 
to the interviews and analysing data, I grew more interested in students' 
individual stories and their subjective meanings and experiences. As a 
result of this I aimed for more in-depth data analysis. 
2.1.2.1 Recognising a social constructionism stance 
At this point I began pondering over my location in the research process. 
In doing so I became more consciously aware of some of my beliefs and 
ideas. I realised, for example, that I have never been interested in 
searching for universal truths and that in my research journey I began to 
shift towards more social constructionism approach (Gergen, 1991,1996, 
2009), recognising that for me reality is not 'out there' waiting to be 
discovered in some objective manner. Rather, I view it as a human and 
social construction, the result of interpretations and negotiations. The 
'social world is more like music-making [ ... ] "made" by people and only 
exists when and because people have made and are making it' (Stainton 
• I 
I 
; I 
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Rogers, 2011, p. 10). What kind of music (and how) is played, as Stainton 
Rogers explains, depends on various things: the instruments available, the 
skills of players and singers, the conductor's presence and the 
interpretation of the music (interpretation being a central notion to me in 
my research). Additionally: 
Where and when, historically, the music is played will also make a difference. 
Sometimes there will be a need to please a paying audience [e.g. the funders or 
the reviewers of the research]. Sometimes there may be political constrains on 
what can be performed [or presented in the research report]. But it remains that 
without the players the musical instruments will be silent and there will be no 
music to hear (Stainton Rogers, 2011, p. 10). 
The point here is that we can ask questions about the world and offer 
some explanations only under specific frames of reference. If we take 
these away, the social world cannot be explained. This assertion became 
particularly important in my efforts to trace different constructions of 
personal development among diverse students at the UoB. 
A social constructionist position also allows us to view reality as being 
continually created and re-created within social relationships and 
acknowledge that there may be a multiplicity of diverse, and sometimes 
conflicting 'realities', yet all of them meaningful (Gergen, 1991; Schwandt, 
1994). Therefore, there is no point trying to discover the 'facts' or establish 
the 'truths' about the social phenomenon under investigation, they can be 
viewed only as interpretations at which we arrive within a particular 
standpoint or a frame of reference. Gergen (2009) provides some 
excellent examples to illustrate this point. For instance, from my lay user 
perspective I can view my rocking chair as comfortable, solid, light brown, 
weighting approximately 10kg and odourless but these 'truths' and 'facts' 
about my chair can be easily contested by others. For example, my 
partner will argue that it is his chair, not mine and that it is not very 
comfortable, an atomic physicist may tell me that my chair is not solid at all 
but just an empty space; my psychological knowledge can provide 
evidence that my chair has no colour as the colour is an illusion created by 
light waves reflected on the retina; the rocket scientist may illuminate me 
on the fact that weight depends on the surrounding graVitational field and 
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the biologist may explain that my sense of smell is inferior in comparison 
to other species that can detect an abundance of olfactory information. 
Although various people look at the same object (for example a chair), 
what they see in it (their interpretations) will differ. In chapters 7 and 8 I will 
explore different interpretations of the concepts that diverse students 
mentioned- although, at times, they used similar concepts, the meanings 
they ascribed to them were varied. 
Therefore I came to believe that knowledge is constructed rather than 
discovered or reflected (and can be contested from different vantage 
points), multiple rather than singular, and a means by which power is 
exercised (see chapter 3 and 4 for further discussion). Authors, such as 
Kincheloe (2005), in their discussions about the nature of knowledge, have 
adopted an epistemological position compatible to social constructionism, 
which they refer to as 'constructivism'. For Kincheloe (2005) the complex 
process of knowledge construction is hermeneutic in nature 'as it views 
knowledge construction as an interpretive process [ ... which] produces 
contextually specific, not universal and timeless knowledge. Such 
constructivist knowledge is culturally negotiated and, unlike objective 
knowledge, is not produced by isolated individuals (p.14). Although I am 
aware of the arguments suggesting that social constructionism and 
constructivism are two separate approaches (for example Burr, 2003), with 
the first one emphasising the social forces in our constructions, and the 
later pointing to individual agency in the process of construction, I believe 
there are several overlaps (such as the issue of knowledge construction, 
discussed above) and, indeed, to me, they are not entirely separate 
approaches. I refer to constructivism (especially constructivist learning 
I 
theory) in chapters 5 and 6, where I discuss concept mapping and in other I 
places when I discuss constructivist approaches to learning and draw 
more on social constructionism when, for instance, I discuss issues around 
fluidity and social co~construction of identity (see chapter 3). 
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I also shifted towards a postmodern idea that reality neither exists 'out 
there, on its own', nor is fixed. It changes, just as my perception of the 
research process, the ways of analysing data and my position and 
understanding of the phenomenon evolve. Therefore, I try to capture (be it 
just for a brief moment) these different positions in an effort to document 
the research journey, but soon they dissolve, mingle and merge with other 
viewpoints to create yet another, temporarily fixed, position. 
Having explored social constructionism in more depth, I realised that it not 
only reflected my views about the nature of reality and knowledge, but also 
was a useful epistemological position to adopt in my research as it could 
help me bring to the foreground the voice of the participants (their 
experiences, thoughts and feelings), and also recognise the researcher's 
own story. 
2.1.2.2 Methodological musings and ways of evaluating my research 
Pondering over my ontological and epistemological position I began to 
recognise the importance of reflexivity, which, as Doucet and Mauthner 
(2003) observe 'include reflecting on and being accountable about 
personal, interpersonal, institutional, pragmatic, emotional, theoretical, 
epistemological and ontological influences on our research, and 
specifically about our data analysis processes' (p.134). 
I realised, for example, that my approach was broadly phenomenological 
in that it involves rich descriptions of the lifeworld or lived experience with 
the researcher adopting an open attitude, refraining, at least initially, from 
importing external frameworks (Finlay, 2009). However, I do not subscribe 
.:1 
dto some phenomenologists' ideas of 'bracketing', attempting to stay as 
I 
neutral and unbiased as possible. Like some hermeneutically oriented 
researchers (for example, Finlay, 2009), I believe it is simply impossible or 
even undesirable. With Cousin (2010) I observed how' ... the debate [in the 
literature] has shifted from minimizing subjectivity to thinking more about 
how to bring oneself into the research process through the notion of 
reflexivity' (p.10). I accept Finlay's (2008, cited in Finlay, 2009) argument 
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that it is essential to bring a 'crucial self-awareness of [my] own 
subjectivity, vested interests, predilections and assumptions and to be 
conscious of how these might impact on the research process and 
findings' (p.12) as I am not a distanced 'spectator' to my research (Argyris 
& Schon 1996, p.5). However, I also reflected on how the research 
process and what I was seeing in the data influenced my subjective 
perspectives, a topic less explored in the literature. 
Although I was aware of the arguments highlighting the risk of a 
researcher's preoccupation with her own emotions and experiences 
overriding those of the participants' (Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Finlay 2009), I 
have come to agree with Moustakas' (1990) heuristic approach which 
suggests that 'the self of the researcher is present throughout the process 
and, while understanding the phenomenon with increasing depth, the 
researcher also experiences growing self-awareness and self-knowledge' 
(p.9). This is because I 'have had a direct, personal encounter with the 
phenomenon being investigated' (p.14), exploring international students' 
personal development I, myself a foreign student, have undergone a 
process of academic, personal and professional development. Although 
this was not my initial intention, the topic of investigation and my lived 
experience merged. Therefore, as this thesis unfolds the reader will 
witness how my research became increasingly autoethnograpic (Ellis & 
Bochner, 2000; Ellis, 2004,2009) fulfilling Moustakas' requirements for the 
need of 'actual authobiographical connections' (p.14) in the research 
process 'that begins with a question or problem ... that has been a 
personal challenge and puzzlement in the search to understand one's self 
and the world in which one lives' (p.15). This approach may be criticised 
for 'being biased, navel-gazing, self-absorbed, or emotionally incontinent, 
and for hijacking traditional ethnographic purposes and scholarly 
contributions' (MarE~chal, 2010, p.45), but although it is autobiographic in 
nature, 'with virtually every question that matters personally there is a 
social - and perhaps universal significance' (Moustakas, 1990, p.15). 
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Another issue that occupied me in this phase was the value of 
communicative power of research 'that challenges, unsettles, and 
reverberates with our everyday experience of life' (Finlay, 2009, p.15). I 
was deeply moved by stories that the students shared with me and wanted 
the reader to feel and be engaged; as Plummer (2001a) suggests the re­
told stories 'need to have rhetorical power enhanced by aesthetic delight' 
(p.401). At the same time I had to consider Finlay's (2009) argument that a 
researcher needs to consider 'political, instrumental, or strategic interests' 
(p.14). Therefore, I had to balance my wish to present the research in an 
evocative, engaging way with the necessity to adhere to prevalent 
academic practices in my institution. 
Language, form and ways of addressing the reader became salient 
aspects of my research and writing. Bakhtin (1981, p.293) observes that: 
There are no "neutral" words and forms - words and forms that can belong to "no 
one"; language has been completely taken over, shot through with intentions and 
accents.... All words have the 'taste' of a profession, a genre, a tendency, a 
party, a particular work, a particular person, a generation, an age group, the day 
and hour .... all words and forms are populated by intentions ....Ianguage ... lies 
on the borderline between oneself and the other. The word in language is half 
someone else's. It becomes "one's own" only when the speaker populates it with 
his own intention, his own accent .. , [this] is a difficult and complicated process 
(p.293). 
Although it has not been my aim to become 'fluent' in academic jargon, 
which I view as writing in a way that may be impenetrable, I am also aware 
that I 'soaked up' the language used in the literature while grappling with 
many threshold concepts in my multidisciplinary work. Meyer and Land 
(2005) suggested that crossing a threshold is often discursive and leads 
to the incorporation of an enhanced and extended use of language as 
'new thinking is brought into being, expressed, reflected upon and 
communicated' (Meyer & Land, 2005, p.374). These new ways of 
expression can be viewed as 'products of intertextuality' as 'every subject, 
every author, every self is an articulation of intersubjectivity structured 
within and around the discourses available to it at any moment in time' 
(Sprinker, 1980, cited in Gergen, 1992, p.128). 
, I 
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Reading and writing in a foreign language, trying to balance between the 
necessity to produce an academic piece of work and retain my own voice 
as well as try to stay faithful to the idea of writing in a way that is 
accessible, especially to the students of diverse backgrounds who became 
my partners in this process, was not an easy task. Bearing in mind the 
context of my research, my interest in subjective meanings and my 
willingness to bring myself into the process I settled for a more informal 
way of writing in comparison to monumental language of many traditional 
doctoral pieces. It is more important for me to be honest and speak in my 
own voice. I do not attempt to appear to be an objective, emotionally 
distanced, factual or dispassionate narrator. Whenever possible, I have 
tried to avoid the third person, the passive voice and phrases such as 
'one' (one can assume ... ) or 'they'. I agree with Ellis and Bochner (2000) 
that it is 'as if they're written from nowhere by nobody' (p.734). Instead I 
have often used 'he' and 'she' when I speak of individuals, without having 
in mind a particular person or one or the other gender - this is a stylistic 
figure which I find more emphatic. Above all, I agree with Bruner (1986) 
that: 
The language of education, if it is to be an invitation to reflection and culture 
creating, cannot be the so-called uncontaminated language of fact and 
'objectivity'. It must express stance and must invite counter-stance, and in the 
process leave place for reflection, for meta-cognition. It is this that permits one to 
reach higher ground, this process of objectifying in language or image what one 
has thought and then turning around and re-considering it (p.129). 
As I turned away from a positivistic view of research with its focus on 
reliability, validity and generalizability I had to consider the points of 
reference for the research I was undertaking. Firstly, I realised that validity 
in traditional research carries positivistic assumptions - among them an 
idea that 'there is 'a "fixed point" or an "object" that can be triangulated' 
(Richardson, 2000, p.934). Richardson's notion of 'crystallization' came as 
a revelation at this point and fitted well with my changing ideas about the 
nature of the research and world around. The metaphor of the crystal 
'combines symmetry and substance with indefinite variety of shapes, 
substances, transmutations, multidimensionalities, and angles of 
.j 
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approach.... What we see depends upon our angle of repose.' (p.934). I 
perceived crystallization as a better way of describing research which 
acknowledges that there is no single truth and that our explanations are 
partial and dependant on our perspectives and beliefs. 
But I was still faced with the question of how both I and my audience were 
going to evaluate my work. I considered various sets of criteria for 
evaluating qualitative research (for example, Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 
Hammersley, 1992; Madill et aI, 2000; Ellis & Bochner, 2000) and decided 
that those advocated by Richardson (2000) and Finlay (2006) resonated 
with my research the most. Perhaps the least contested one is the 
criterion of 'contribution' which seeks to establish whether the research 
deepens our understanding of social life and human condition, offers 
'guidance for future action or for changing the world for better' (p.323). 
Above I have signalled my interest in 'communicative resonance' of 
research and, with Finlay (2006), I considered the following questions: 'Are 
the findings sufficiently vivid or powerful to draw readers in? Do the 
findings resonate with readers' own experience understandings? ... Have 
the knowledge claims been tested and argued in dialogue with others, 
including participants, research supervisors or the wider academic 
community?' (p.324). I was also concerned with Richardson's criterion of 
'expressing a reality'. I was specifically interested in students' 'lived 
experience' and I wanted their reality to be captured and presented in this 
thesis. This links to Finlay's notion of 'credibility', not only does the 
research have to present the findings that match the evidence but also the 
interpretations need to be 'plausible and justified'. Readers need to 'see 
what the researcher saw even if they disagree with the conclusions drawn 
by the researcher' (p.13). In line with the constructive view of reality and 
postmodern claims that there are no universal, general or 'right' 
knowledge claims (Richardson, 2000, p.928) my aim was not to convince 
the reader that my interpretations are correct, but to suggest that they are 
plausible and justifiable from my vantage point. Richardson mentions two 
more criteria for evaluating research, both of significance to me: 
1 
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'impactfullness' and 'reflexivity'. The first one goes beyond Finlay's 
'communicative resonance' as it not only asks whether the research 
resonates with the readers' experiences, but whether they are emotionally 
and/or intellectually affected and whether the research moves them to 
action. I wanted them to be moved by students' stories, to be empathetic 
and to reflect on their own teaching practice. I believe it has now become 
clear that I am striving to be reflexive, by which I mean that I want to be 
transparent about my subjectivity, my position and my reflections. In 
Richardson's (2000) words, I am 'both a producer and a product of this 
text' (p.937) and I want to expose my views for the reader to make her 
own judgements. 
2.1.3 'Coming home' - refining analytical framework and finding 
'ontological fit' (stage 3) 
Although in stage 2 of my research journey I considered more carefully my 
epistemological beliefs and established a set of evaluative criteria (which 
would guide me in my further analysis and writing up of the research) as 
well as explored the issues I experienced with the frameworks of data 
analysis I was employing (see chapters 5 and 6), I needed to find a 
different analytic approach which would fit the data I collected as well as 
resonate with my evolving ontological position. 
2.1.3.1 Narrative turn 
At this point, I moved back and forth, in erratic spurts of reading and re­
writing my methodological notes and frantically looking in the qualitative 
research literature for a method that could offer an answer to the issues I 
encountered during my attempts to analyse data with the use of the 
grounded theory approach (see chapter 6). As I explored the literature on 
personal development (see chapter 3) and within it I reflected on the 
issues of construction of identity and my own epistemological beliefs in 
this respect, I realised I was drawn towards narrative approaches precisely 
because they concentrated on 'stories people tell themselves and others 
about who they are (and who they are not)', yet acknowledged the fluidity 
43 
Chapter Two 

of identity (see chapter 3) 'always producing itself through the combined 
processes of being and becoming, belonging and longing to belong. This 
duality is often reflected in narratives of identity' (Yuval-Davies, 2006, cited 
in Riessman, 2008, p.8), something that I became aware of upon 
consecutive listening to the interviews I recorded. Moreover, I was also 
interested in respecting participants and preserving students' stories with 
all the rich details 'assembled into a "fuller" picture of the individual' 
(Riessman, 2008, p.11), rather than distilling it into coding units, which, in 
my experience (with the grounded theory approach in the second stage of 
the research) led to producing fragmented, out of context accounts. 
Polkinghorne (1988) highlights that narrative allows individual actions and 
events to be incorporated into a contextualised and integrated whole 
(rather than segmented, de-contextualised snippets of accounts) and that 
narratives are essential to the meaning-making process - so central to my 
research interests. Josselson (2011) provides a further rationale for 
attempting to keep the participants' accounts as 'whole': 'it is not the parts 
that are significant in human life, but how the parts are integrated to create 
a whole - which is meaning' (p.226). As I explain further in chapter 3, I see 
personal development as a process of integration and meaning-making 
that can be supported through story telling. 
As Hiles & Cermak (2008) explain, narrative inquiry is rooted in a social 
constructionist perspective, but 
It does also entail a paradigm shift towards a more inclusive view that 
incorporates both a rich description of the socio-cultural (discursive) environment 
and the participatory and creative inner world of lived experience. In this respect, 
narrative data always carries a 'double signature', i.e. social constructionist and 
phenomenological (p.131). 
As Stainton Rogers (2011) comments, phenomenological research aims to 
elicit "'rich descriptions" of concrete experiences, or narratives about them' 
(p.141). I realised that the narratives that students constructed about their 
experiences of personal development were a means of making sense of 
these experiences. Focussing on 'a constructed account of experience, 
not a factual record of what "really" happened' (narrative, not historical 
[I
, 
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truth, according to Spence's distinction, 1982, cited in Josselson, 2011, 
p.225) and recognising that this account is constructed 'from the chaos of 
internal experience' and therefore is likely that 'multivocal and dialogical 
[as] aspects of self will appear in conversation with or juxtaposed against 
other aspects' (ibid, p. 226), I saw a narrative approach as highly 
congruent with my epistemological beliefs (described in the previous 
section). 
Like other practitioners that use narrative approaches, I was influenced by 
the work of Russian philosophical anthropologist Bakhtin (1981), (see also 
chapter 3 and 7) who saw self as constructed and always in relationship to 
some 'other - be it other person, other parts of the self or the society or 
culture. Narrative analysis highlights a dynamic, unfinished and fluid self, it 
'does not regard a person as fixed in any representation of his or her 
words and cannot claim any finality as to what a story means, since any 
story has a potential for revision in future stories' (Josselson, 2011, p. 
227). Bakhtin (1981) emphasised this resistance to closure, which he 
believed rests on the dynamics of inconsistency and tension within every 
individual with various, sometimes conflicting, voices coming to the fore. 
The narrative, I learned, 'is conceived as a multiplicity of "t positions 
(Herman & Kempen, 1993), where each"f' is an author with its own story 
to tell in relation to other "rs'" (Josselson, 2011, p.227). Encountering this 
discussion of multipositionality and multivocality was illuminating at this 
point in my research journey, as I tried to understand the inconsistencies, 
tensions and various positions I found in several students' accounts (see 
chapters 7 & 8). In reflecting on those aspects of students' accounts, I 
realised that I needed to find a method which could attend to the voice of 
the '/' as well as the context of the relationship between interviewer and 
interviewee and wider social and cultural context within which the interview 
is located. As I explained in chapter 1, when I encountered the VCRM 
(Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Mauthner & Doucet, 1998) it felt like an instant fit 
and my narrative turn was complete. 
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2.1.3.2 Reflexive turn 
From the beginning of this process I was concerned with reflection as an 
integral part of personal development. Yet reflexivity developed tacitly and 
gradually throughout the research process. In stage 2 of my journey (see 
section 2.1.2) I began considering reflexivity in relation to my ontological 
and epistemological position, acknowledging that: 
The orientations of researchers will be shaped by their socio-historicallocations, 
including the values and interests that these locations confer upon them. What 
this represents is a rejection of the idea that social science research is, or can be, 
carried out in some autonomous realm that is insulated from the wider society 
and from the particular biography of the researcher, in such a way that its findings 
can be unaffected by social processes and personal characteristics (Hammersley 
& Atkinson, 1995, p.6). 
As O'Reilly (2009) explains, this 'reflexive turn' social sciences happened 
during the 1980s and was underpinned by ideas coming from philosophy 
and polities (including critical theory and feminism) and highlighted the 
issues of studying the world that we, the researchers, are part of and thus 
can never be truly objective. Viewed from this perspective, theory 
production is a culturally, socially and historically situated activity. 
Mauthner and Doucet (1998) observed that although much has been 
written 'about reflexivity in methodology and epistemology, it remains 
surprising to us how little attention has been given to issues of reflexivity 
and power, voice and authority specifically in the data analysis stage of 
the research' (p.3). This second facet of reflexivity implies that our efforts 
to understand the researched phenomenon are tinted with our personal 
experience and our own way of seeing the world. Reflexivity thus implies 
that the researcher is an integral part of the research agenda and her 
subjectivity will inevitably mediate the generation, interpretation and 
analysis of data. Reflexivity demands revealing to the audience 'personal, 
political and intellectual autobiographies as researchers' (ibid) and making 
explicit our situated ness and personal investment in the research process. 
The next section investigates researchers' location on an insider/outsider 
spectrum of possible positions. 
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2.2 Insider or outsider? - positional dilemmas 
2.2.1 Insider/outsider - a positional dichotomy 
Although qualitative researchers agree on the importance of positioning 
themselves within the context of their research, there has been an on­
going debate about the benefits and drawbacks of insider and outsider 
positions in research (Griffith, 1989; Moustakas, 1990; Kanuha, 2000; 
Angrosino, 2005; Corbin Dwyer & Buckle, 2009; Taylor, 2011). In essence, 
the notion of insider/outsider positioning refers to the researcher's 
relationship to those being studied and her knowledge of and familiarity 
with the issues that participants may be facing. While an outsider may 
have limited knowledge of the group being studied (at least prior to 
conducting the research), an insider is said to have an intimate familiarity 
with the targeted population and knowledge (and often first-hand 
experience) of the phenomenon under investigation (Griffith, 1989). 
It is often argued that the insider position has a plethora of advantages, 
making the initial process much easier as the familiarity with the group and 
the studied phenomenon may help establish the researcher's legitimacy, 
provide quicker and easier access to participants (Adler & Adler, 1987) 
and grant a greater level of acceptance of the researcher. Moreover, as 
Corbin Dwyer and Buckle (2009) suggest, this often means that 
participants 'are typically more open with researchers so that there may be 
a greater depth to the data gathered' (p.S8) and participants may also be 
more inclined to reveal their 'real' perspectives, facilitated by possible 
assumptions of understanding and 'shared distinctiveness ... as if they 
feel: "You are one of us and it is us versus them (those on the outside who 
don't understand),,' (p.S8). They cite Talbot's account in which the 
participants stated that 'they would never have shared certain aspects of 
their behaviour if I [the researcher] had not been a bereaved mother also' 
(Talbot, 1998-99, cited in Corbin Dwyer and Buckle, 2009, p.58). It has 
also been argued that insider researchers may be better placed to identify 
appropriate research questions, that their knowledge of the field may 
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reduce the risk of being misled by participants (Hodkinson, 2005) and that 
they are able to produce richer, thicker descriptions of the phenomenon 
'that are more likely to reflect the "actual" community culture' (Corbin 
Dwyer & Buckle, 2009, p.58). 
On the other hand, the insider position has also been criticised for its 
drawbacks. As Paechter (2012) explains, communities being researched 
by an insider may have particular expectations (for example around 
representation) and exert pressures on the insider-researcher. According 
to Taylor (2011) being sympathetic in the research analysis is one of the 
expectations. Adler and Adler (1987) suggested that a researcher 'in this 
ultimate existential dual role' (p.73) may struggle with role conflict, being 
caught between loyalty to the researched community in the face of social 
relationships and research accountability. Asselin (2003, cited in Corbin 
Dwyer & Buckle, 2009) referred to this duality of roles as bringing a danger 
of potential confusion and the researcher responding to the participants or 
analysing data from a perspective other than that of researcher may 
actually impede the research process and progress: 
It is possible that the participant will make assumptions of similarity and therefore 
fail to explain their individual experience fully. It is also possible that the 
researcher's perceptions might be clouded by his or her personal experience and 
that as a member of the group he or she will have difficulty separating it from that 
of participants. This may result in an interview that is shaped and guided by the 
core aspects of the researcher's experience and not the participant's. 
Furthermore, its undue influence might affect the analysis, leading to an 
emphasis on shared factors between the researcher and the participants and a 
deemphasis on factors that are discrepant, or vice versa' (Corbin Dwyer & 
Buckle, 2009, p.S8). 
From the above discussion it is clear that there are both benefits and 
drawbacks associated with both insider and outsider positions. As Corbin 
Dwyer and Buckle (2009) succinctly explain, taking an insider position may 
'raise issues of undue influence of the researcher's perspective' (p.59), yet 
taking the opposite position does not insulate the researcher from this risk 
and, despite of all the drawbacks listed above' being the insider increases 
the chances of gaining access to groups, which often remain closed to the 
outsiders. They also suggest that through reflexivity and a close 
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examination of one's own perspectives insider researchers may be able to 
reduce the concerns associated with this position. At the same time they 
conclude that it is not necessary to be a member of the group studied 'to 
appreciate and adequately represent the experience of the participants' 
(p.59). Instead, they propose that 'the core ingredient is not insider or 
outsider status but an ability to be open, honest, deeply interested in the 
experience of one's research participants, and committed to accurately 
and adequately representing their experience' (p.59). This broadly echoes 
my underlying beliefs in relation to my general position and my 
responsibilities as a researcher. 
In the next section I invite the reader to step away from the binary 
descriptions of insider versus outsider positions and, instead, consider a 
continuum of possible positions, which the researcher may traverse during 
her research journey. 
2.2.2 Insider/outsider - a continuum 
The debate presented above fails to recognise that the role of a 
researcher (like other social roles) is often situational, fluid, permeable and 
dependent on the context (Griffith, 1998; West, Stewart, Foster & Usher, 
2013). Some scholars (Griffith, 1998; Corbin Dwyer and Buckle, 2009) 
suggest that a complete insider or a complete outsider position is difficult, 
if not impossible, to achieve. The researcher is rarely positioned rigidly at 
one or the other end of the spectrum. Rather, as Griffith (1998) suggests, 
the researcher is 'always located somewhere. Her knowledge is situated in 
particular sets of social relations. But it is [only] the beginning of the story 
and not the end' (p.375). Her location is fluid, fluctuating throughout the 
process. In practice these positions are relative and can change during the 
research process (West et aI, 2013). A vivid example of such a shift in 
positioning was described by West (West et ai, 2013) who, (initially) having 
no personal experience of the studied phenomenon (but professional 
interest related to her field of work), embarked on a PhD study into chronic 
pain and its impact on family resilience and who, subsequently (during the 
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data collection stage), became a victim of a spinal injury, resulting in her 
experiencing chronic pain for twenty months. This experience rapidly 
shifted her from a position of a researcher (outsider) to a position of an 
insider, with a familiarity with the topic. As West explains, she could 
'intimately relate to financial impacts, social seclusion and stigmas 
associated with an invisible condition' (p.63) and during the interviews she 
often heard from her participants statements such as 'you'll understand' or 
'you know what it's like'. Becoming an insider, she felt, sensitised her to 
the issues of this particular group of people who are regular users of the 
healthcare system and feel they are no longer 'listened to' and are 
perceived as 'more of a hindrance or bed blocker' (p.63). She was 
frequently thanked just for listening and not dismissing or diminishing the 
stories her participants shared. West explains that her experience of pain 
complicated her data collection, analysis and writing up as she was often 
unable to sit for a long periods of time and concentrate under the influence 
of medication - having had this experience she gained much more respect 
for the participants and also realised that her previous professional 
knowledge was simply not adequate to yield profound understanding of 
chronic pain. She concluded that without this insider knowledge one 'will 
never come to realise the richness of a phenomenon that can be achieved 
with insider understanding' (p.64). Having accidentally become 'a research 
insider' prompted the researcher 'to take a more fluid view of the research 
position' as 'shifting rather than static one' 0iVest et ai, 2013, p.64). 
Moreover, it is also possible to be both an insider and outsider at the same 
time, occupying the space of 'hybridity' (paechter, 2012) and/or 
experience a conflict between own perceptions and how we are viewed by 
others. Paechter, for instance, described herself as a longstanding 
member of the Wikivorce (a wiki site for people with an experience of 
divorce) - an active member (posting under a pseudonym), immersed in 
this community and in this sense a fully participating insider. Yet, at the 
same time she entered the site as a researcher (posting under her real 
name). As in this role she posted infrequently, only about her research 
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(and not about her feelings), Paechter observed that 'she might well not be 
considered by most participants to be a full community member' (p.76), 
yet, given her intimate knowledge of the community and double persona 
she herself still felt she had a status of the insider (though not the one of 
'an insider researcher'). 
These are just two examples of many available in the literature, which 
illuminate the issues with the insider/outsider dichotomy and suggest that 
more often than not the researcher is 'a mix of both, and will fluctuate 
between the positions throughout the research process' 0Nest et aI, 2013, 
p.64). I believe that both self-perception and the perception of others are 
also fluid, not stagnant, and can change over the course of not only the 
whole research process but also within one interview. Over the course of 
my research I shifted on the continuum of the insider/outsider positions 
(sometimes closer to one or the other, but more frequently feeling 'hybrid') 
and this was as dynamic and evolving as the research project itself (see 
the timeline in figure 2). I shall illustrate this point with a brief description of 
my journey and will continue to reflect over these shifting positions within 
various stages of the research in further chapters of this thesis. 
2.2.3 My own journey along the insider/outsider continuum 
At the outset of my journey the issues of my specific positioning within the 
research were not of any major concern to me. To put it bluntly, I saw 
myself just a researcher, an outsider more than anything else. Two 
elements influenced this self-perception. Firstly, I joined the CETL at the 
(then) University of Luton with no previous experience of the local 
educational system, curriculum and, more specifically, PDP. Hence there 
was no familiarity with neither the area of research, nor the 
context/environment. I was employed as a researcher, based on my 
academic credentials, and was expected to conduct research in the area 
of PDP and employability. At that point in time, I perceived myself as a 
university employee, a researcher. Secondly, as I did not enter university 
employment straight after obtaining my two previous degrees (but after a 
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few years of practice as a psychologist and a teacher), I felt quite 
distanced from my previous experiences as a student in two very different 
systems of education (in Poland and Finland). Essentially, I was a member 
of staff before I became a student (over half a year later). As I look back at 
this period (pre-PhD), I realise I started my journey as a complete outsider 
and a novice, self-conscious of my foreign background (non-British, white 
'other', with a strong accent). 
A few months after joining the CETL I was presented with an opportunity 
to become a funded, part-time doctoral student. As I pondered over the 
topiC of research (within the area of PDP), I realised that given my 
previous experiences as an international student in Finland, my interest in 
internationalisation of HE and the fact that I was employed in a very 
diverse institution, I was drawn towards an investigation of diverse 
students' experiences and understandings of PO and PDP. I still saw 
myself as an outSider-researcher, but I acknowledged that my previous 
experiences as an international student not only drove my interest but 
could become relevant in this project. 
As the time passed, not only did I gain more knowledge of the topic but, 
more importantly, I felt a certain sense of belonging to a small community 
of academics whose vested interest was the propagation of PDP. In that 
sense, I began perceiving myself as 'a PDP insider' with some knowledge, 
interest and engagement with PDP-oriented activities and projects, which 
transpired in some of the interviews, where I tried to pursue my agenda of 
learning about how PDP was useful to learners that was skilfully resisted 
by some of the students, who instead spoke about how PDP/CPO could 
potentially be beneficial but was not (see chapters & and 8). This is an 
example of how an insider position can become problematic (see above, 
section 2.2.2). 
Although I could now perhaps pass as 'a PDP insider', I still did not feel 
like a student and this was magnified by the institutional landscape and 
the cross-disciplinary nature of my research. Although, on paper, I 
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belonged to the Institute of Applied Social Research and (by proxy with my 
supervisor) to the department of Psychology, I rarely entered the physical 
space of both the institute and the department and hardly ever met any 
other students or supervisors. In terms of disciplinary location, I felt closer 
to education, yet all the programmes of educational studies were based on 
a different campus and I had few opportunities to engage with colleagues 
there. I did not have a desk in any student office and I never used my 
student email account. My daily encounters were mainly with other 
employees and I had no teaching duties and few opportunities to meet any 
students. Hence I went into my first set of interviews (the pilot study in 
Spring 2007) curious and expectant, but quite anxious knowing I would, for 
the first time, meet 'real' students who, hopefully, had experienced PDP. I 
came prepared with a set of semi-structured questions and, largely 
unconsciously, perceiving myself as an outsider. Although I did not 
grapple with the issues of 'power' or 'relational asymmetry' ('Nertz et aI, 
2011) in the interview and had not acknowledged it consciously, on 
reflection, I realised I positioned myself as an 'agent responsible for the 
research project' (ibid, p.359) with all the privileges of determining the 
topic, methods, conducting analysis and reporting them in the way I would 
deem suitable. My participants, in contrast, were 'in service of research ... 
in a subordinate position' and their role was 'to be known - to be 
observed, interviewed, or recorded - to provide data for analysis' (ibid, 
p.360). Wertz et al (2011) conclude that 'an asymmetry, subservience, and 
power imbalance are intrinsic to the research relationship' (p.360). Yet, 
some shifting in the relations between the participants and me as the 
researcher took place in those early interviews and this was a sign of 
things to come in my further research. The students I met were friendly, 
quite open and more curious about my background, rather than my 
position at the university. It transpired that they saw me mainly as a 
doctoral student and, perhaps more importantly, just another foreign 
student in the diverse landscape of the UoB. When one of the participants 
(who was thinking of pursuing her studies all the way to doctoral level) 
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asked me what it felt like to be a PhD student, I realised I did not really 
know the answer to this question. 
The next moment of confrontation with my own ideas about roles and 
responsibilities of researchers and complexities of power relations within 
research came with the next wave of interviews for the postgraduate study 
(December 2007). During one interview the notion of power struggle 
manifested itself quite clearly as my interview agenda was swiftly 
overtaken by the participant's personal agenda of abolishing any possible 
stereotypes I might have held about his country of origin. Having heard 
many stereotypical views about his country, I felt sympathetic to his 
sentiments, yet his behaviour was intimidating and I felt physically 
threatened (even more, perhaps, because at this point I was heavily 
pregnant). I reacted in a respectful but assertive manner, making it clear 
that I did not subscribe to what he claimed might be the views of the 
majority of Western population and in this interview I was interested in his 
experiences of personal development and PDP but, I felt, it made little 
difference. I offered this student a choice to withdraw from the study but he 
wanted to continue with the interview. I felt that, although highly 
provocative, this interview offered interesting insights and instigated my :1 II 
iji 
I"reflection on complexities of cross-cultural interviews. As this student 
r 
dropped out from his course prematurely the data could not be collected at 1 
the second point (at the end of the semester) and therefore was excluded 
from the analysis. 
During other interviews I recognised some complexities of rapport and 
perceived similarity between the researcher and the participants. I felt that 
many of the students treated me more as a fellow student rather than a 
member of staff. Central East European students (CEE) often made 
explicit assumptions about the similarity of their and my prior educational 
experiences and current perspectives. Their remarks indicated that I could 
pass for 'one of them', an insider, and evoked my reflection on and 
exploration of the specific socio-political context of education in Central 
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East European countries (Jankowska, 2011). I also found understanding 
CEE students easily due to my familiarity with Slavic languages ­
grammar, structure, accent, as well as metaphors and idioms (I speak 
and/or understand well all but Hungarian among the languages spoken by 
the participants in the postgraduate sample). 
Yet, as I explained in the previous section, this sense of similarity cannot 
be taken as unproblematic. Although most of the CEE students whom I 
interviewed during my research journey (here I refer to a wider sample of 
14 CEE students in total who were interviewed in the pilot, postgraduate 
and undergraduate studies, see Jankowska, 2011 for details; not only the 
four CEE students from the postgraduate sample) assumed a degree of 
similarity between us, I also reflected on aspects I perceived as different. 
Many CEE students, for example, challenged the amount of 
'encyclopaedic', factual learning expected in Central European systems of 
education (in Poland, Slovakia, Lithuania, Latvia, Russia, Hungary) and 
commented on the fact that most of this knowledge is useless, impractical 
and will be forgotten by the learners soon after the examinations. Such 
exchanges with students were particularly troublesome as 'over the years 
of working at the English university, I have realised that reflecting and 
making connections may be easier when one has access to broader 
knowledge in which new learning can be grounded' (Jankowska, 2011, 
p.13). Yet, my participants seemed to be oblivious to the usefulness of 
such knowledge and remained highly critical of the 'knowledge heavy' 
education they received. Although I did not contradict my interlocutors' 
ideas and did not reveal my conflicting thoughts on those aspects of our 
prior education, at those moments in the interviews I often felt double­
positioned: as an insider (one of the students with intimate knowledge and 
experience of an 'encyclopaedic'-type of education) and as an outsider­
researcher, more distanced and critical, drawing on theoretical concepts 
available in the literature to provide some explanations for the differing 
(their and my) positions in relation to this aspect of education. 
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In August 2010 the CETL went through a phase of restructuring and 
several colleagues, including myself, were made redundant. This meant 
that my employment status changed and for the first time I was just a 
student. This coincided with my transfer seminar (from MPhii to PhD) 
which emphasised even more strongly my role as a student, whose work 
was being evaluated by much more experienced academics. Three 
months later, I became a research assistant in the Department of Applied 
Social Studies and I was given an office space in the research institute, 
where I finally met other doctoral stUdents and supervisors and had more 
opportunities for conversations about research and doctoral students' life. 
Those events coincided with my reflection on the journey so far, the 
research process, the interviews and power relations within them, several 
students' perceptions of me as 'one of them' and my methodological 
musings as I was looking for different ways of analysing data. As I 
approached the third stage of my research journey (see section 2.1.3), I 
felt like a hybrid in many respects. I was still a staff member though I 
began feeling like a stUdent much more (and empathising and identifying 
with non-UK students as well), but as I was analysing and re-analysing the 
interviews I often felt both 'on the outside' and 'the inside' (these feelings 
fluctuated with the topics within the interviews) and finally thinking about 
my own personal development within the context of my studies I felt like 
'one of them' - diverse students at the UoB learning about PDP, among 
many other things. 
For me, research and life became inseparable (Phillion, 2002). I traversed 
a continuum of positions and realised that by conducting research with 
participants of diverse backgrounds I observed their transformation as well 
as my own (to an extent the topic of research and my own experience 
merged). I also increasingly experienced complexity and ambiguity in 
research as well as in my daily life in various roles. Like Shope (2006) I 
was not prepared for the way my research with diverse students would 
disrupt my own epistemological assumptions and had not anticipated the 
strong influence it would have on me, both professionally and personally. I 
56 
Chapter Two 

Me 
could not foresee, for example, how encounters with students of a similar 
cultural background to mine would provide a platform for reflection on the 
importance of prior educational experiences and academic practices and 
contexts which shape personal epistemologies (Jankowska, 2011). I have 
come to agree with Barnett's (2007) comment that the approach to 
learning (and development) 'is not solely a personal or psychological 
matter, but is a relational matter influenced by the context' (p.8). 
Having explored various meanings, representations and experiences of 
personal development and PDP, I have come to 'comport' myself 
differently (Heidegger, 1998/1962). I learned about the importance of 
continuous revision of my own perspective and openness to new ways of 
being in the world - in its constantly changing constellation of various 
influences (Heidegger, 1998/1962). 
Throughout this thesis I shall further explore the subject of my own 
ontological and epistemological positioning and elaborate on my shifting 
insider/outsider perspectives and the tensions I felt as a foreigner, a 
student, a researcher and a teacher. 
Having discussed my location and shifting position within the research 
process (from a broadly qualitative position of a researcher interested in 
employing particular research methods, to the one exploring and 
questioning various methodological, epistemological and ontological 
positions and finally finding the one that fitted better with the research), I 
now move onto more theoretical chapters, with an aim to locate my 
research in a wider literature on personal development and PDP (see 
chapter 3) and within the context of internationalisation of HE (see chapter 
4). 
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Chapter Three: Personal Development (PO), Growth (PG) 
and PDP 
This chapter introduces the concept of PDP, its rationale and foundations 
in Western thought, suggesting a possible mismatch between what a 
nationally 'prescribed' and locally implemented PDP proposes and what 
some students may seek in the way of personal development and growth. 
Central to a study of students' development and PDP is a sense of 
personhood as a dynamic and changing, temporally and socially co­
constructed process. Therefore, this chapter looks at the concepts of 
personhood, self, identity, personal development and personal growth and 
provides an overview of some developmental theories and concepts that 
were the most influential in my work. 
3.1 PDP - a broader agenda 
PDP evolved as a result of a recommendation issued by the National 
Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education, commonly referred to as the 
Dearing Report (Dearing, 1997, recommendation 20), to develop a 
Progress File (initially only at the undergraduate level of HE courses) 
consisting of two elements: 
• 	 'a transcript recording student achievement which should follow a 
common format devised by institutions collectively through their 
representative bodies; 
• 	 a means by which students can monitor, build and reflect upon their 
personal development.' 
A Progress File is supposed to contain documents such as 'the transcript', 
the student's personal record of learning and achievements and plans and 
progress reviews. All these documents should provide a resource from 
which material can be selected to produce personal statements for 
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audiences such as employers or personal tutors (Quinton & Smallbone, 
2008). 
This recommendation arose from several concerns: 
• 	 a perceived need to make the outcomes of learning in HE more 
explicit and provide a fuller understanding of the knowledge, skills 
and attributes to potential employers (Universities UK, 2007), 
• 	 a requirement to align the Progress File with the EC/Council of 
Europe's Diploma Supplement being developed in the face of 
increased mobility of labour as a tool for employers to make sense 
of the diversity of available qualifications (Ward & Richardson, 
2007), 
• 	 theoretical observations and empirical evidence that a form of 
systematic reflection can be beneficial and can support lifelong 
learning (based on students in FE's practice - National Record of 
Achievement and professional associations requirement for CPD 
processes, Ward & Watts, 2009), 
• 	 a perceived need for a tool to store an individual's lifelong record of 
learning and achievement (Ward & Watts, 2009). 
The Guidelines for HE Progress Files, issued by the Quality Assurance 
Agency (QAA) in May 2000 indicated an implementation deadline for the 
beginning of the academic year 2005/6 and setting out the HEls' role and 
responsibility to provide opportunities for students to engage with PDP - a 
construct defined as 'a structured and supported process undertaken by 
an individual to reflect upon their own learning, performance and/or 
achievement and to plan for their personal, educational and career 
development' (QAA, 2000, p.8). This definition is now used widely across 
the HE sector (Dearing, 1997; QAA, 2000, 2009; Universities UK, 2007; 
HEA, 2009); although this is not uncontested, as my further discussion 
reveals. 
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The QAA policy statement and guidelines became a national driver, 
setting out a broad agenda for PDP (in order to secure ownership and 
encourage implementation), but leaving open to local interpretations how 
opportunities for PDP would be provided to students, and, subsequently, a 
diverse landscape of PDP was formed. 
In whichever shape or form it was to emerge, the primary objective of PDP 
was to connect and draw benefit from planning (goals and intentions for 
learning or achievement), doing (actions), recording (thoughts, ideas, 
experiences that facilitate understanding and evidence results and 
progress) and reflection (reviewing and evaluating experiences and the 
results of actions) (Jackson, Gough, Dunne and Shaw, 2004) with an 
intention to help students: 
• 	 understand how they are learning and relate their learning to a 

wider context, 

• 	 review, plan and take responsibility for their learning, 
• 	 become more effective, independent and confident self-directed 'j 
learners, 
• 	 improve general skills for study and career management, 
• 	 articulate personal goals and evaluate progress towards their 

achievement, and 

• 	 encourage a positive attitude to learning throughout life (Gough et 

al,2003). 

The intention was also to introduce a scaffolding of guidance and support, 
which could be later decreased and finally removed, as an individual's 
capabilities developed, leading to self-sustained personal development. 
The underlying assumption was that a structured process of PDP could be 
viewed in a holistic way (both academic and non-academic) and support 
development to higher levels (QAA, 2000) throughout life to meet the 
challenges of increasingly complex external environments (Jackson & 
Ward, 2004). Viewed in this way (and engaged with authentically), PDP 
could have the potential to support, reinforce, plan, organise and help to 
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reflect on identity changes (see section 3.3) in the face of the ontological 
turn of a student who 'studied texts [ ... to] one who studies him or herself. 
From epistemology to ontology: this is the turn that the curriculum in 
higher education is undergoing' (Barnett, 2003, p.148). 
3.1.1 Critique of PDP 
The challenges of implementing and engaging with PDP have been 
extensively commented on in the literature (Clegg & Bradley, 2006a; 
Quinton & Smallbone, 2008). I concentrate only on a few key points and 
areas relevant to my research with the aim of sketching the complexity 
and diversity of the area. 
Clegg (2004) painted out that PDP is a very broad and chaotic construct, 
which should be referred to as an umbrella term for a variety of strategies 
aimed to support students' reflection on their learning and future planning 
.. 
~, 
,'if;
and Fry et al (2002) see it as composed of 'several concepts that are ill­
defined, are often used with multiple meanings, are under-researched, 
poorly problematized and very often dependant on the context' (p.108). 
Gibbs (2009) also warns against centralised learning development units 
(such as for example those delegated to shape institutional approaches to 
PDP) which 'see themselves as the centre of the universe where in fact 
they are one of many planets circling the phenomena they are dealing 
with' (p.6). He points to the fact that 'learning development' (and even 
more so PDP) 'encompasses a very wide range of activities and objectives 
and what it might sensibly consist of is extraordinarily context-dependent' 
(p.5). 
There has also been a substantial discussion in the HEA and CRA circles 
about PDP seen as a process, not a product (Buckley, 2007) as, 
especially in early phases of implementation, the emphasis seemed to be 
placed more on a product (in the form of a personal record, such as a 
transcript or portfolio). Although both are important, in my opinion, the 
process needs to be established first, before one can think about 
producing a record. Yet, it is easy to see how, especially with the 
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introduction of new technology (e-portfolios) the focus could shift to a 
product-orientation, perhaps without sufficient attention being paid to 
underlying processes. The sector has also been divided in terms of the 
degree of explicitness of the approach with some universities labelling 
PDP opportunities explicitly for both staff and students, and others 
endorsing a more implicit approach with no direct mentioning of PDP (its 
elements embedded in the curricula), viewing the label as off-putting to 
students (Quinton & Smallbone, 2008). The reluctance to label and, in 
fact, to engage with PDP, as Clegg and Bradley (2006a) explain, mirrors a 
shift to broader globalising tendencies in society (competitiveness, 
individualisation, production of 'employable subjects') and the perceived 
displacement of 'the university's more traditional concerns with disciplinary 
ways of knowing' (p.469), which, for many academics, may raise questions 
about the purposes of HE. 
Moreover, there is no consensus about the effectiveness of PDP ­
measuring its impact is difficult (owing to the conceptual breadth 
mentioned above), and the reports published so far provide some 
contradictory evidence (Gough et aI, 2003; Quinton & Smallbone, 2008). A 
systematic review by the Evidence for Policy and Practice Information and 
Co-ordinating Centre (referred to as EPPl's report, Gough et aI, 2003) 
documented some positive impact on students' learning in terms of 
outcomes, students' approaches to learning and attainment; yet there is 
little solid evidence of the impact of PDP on personal development (or 
even less, as I suggest, on personal growth; see section 3.1.2) and 
employability (Quinton & Smallbone, 2008). Although EPPI's literature 
review included one hundered fifty seven studies, only fourty-one were 
from the UK and most of them were descriptive (with a very few evaluative 
studies conducted in the UK), and Quinton and Smallbone (2008) argue 
that a majority lack tangible evidence of the benefits and usefulness of 
PDP in career and lifelong transferable skills. Moreover, among twenty-five 
studies chosen for the second-stage, in-depth review, only one was from 
the UK and these twenty-five studies referred to very diverse features of 
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PDP that were being implemented. Most of these studies 'involved self­
regulation and prescribed approaches to implementation and [were] less 
likely to be concerned with independent learning, logs and journals' 
(Gough et ai, 2003, pA). Yet, as Clegg (2007) points out these are core 
features of the UK practice. She also explains that it is impossible to say 
whether the reported outcomes were produced by the same underlying 
mechanisms or even whether the term reflection (chosen as the key 
search term in the systematic literature review) was used in the same 
sense and with any consistency. Taking into account the cultural variation 
that Gough at al (2003) noted, it is unlikely that this was the case (Clegg, 
2007). Clegg concludes that 'the review appears to be telling us that some 
things work in very different contexts, with different groups of students, 
and that in the literature these have been variously described under the 
rubric of reflection' (2003, p.423). 
Moreover, Jackson (2010) states that PDP 'is the only approach to 
learning in the UK higher education that is actively encouraged through a 
policy' (p.1). However, as Clegg (2007) points out, this systematic review 
took place 'post-Dearing decision' to implement Progress Files across HE 
(QM, 2001) and therefore is an example of how 'evidence often acts as 
post hoc legitimisation of policy' (p.418). Although the EPPI-centre 
commissioned the researchers to carry out the review and we may 
assume that in doing so the intention was to accept some negative 
findings, Clegg (2007) argues that 'the counter-factual question of whether 
the Quality Assurance Agency would have withdrawn its guidelines had no 
evidence been found seems likely to have been answered in the negative' 
(pA19). Therefore, the evidence of whether something works or not is not 
the only (and perhaps not the most important factor) in policy 
implementation - the idea of evidence, according to Clegg (2007) 'has a 
socio-political as well as epistemological dimension' (p.418). She quotes 
Apple's (2000, cited in Clegg, 2007) critical analysis of education in which 
education is seen as a 'political project in terms of who has the right to ask 
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and answer questions within a culture. Questions of epistemology are thus 
always closely related to questions of power and identity' (pAi8). 
Having reflected on those issues I have realised that in such a scenario 
those who 'have the right to ask and answer questions' are rarely teachers 
or, in fact, students themselves (and probably even less likely foreign 
students) , who are subjected to PDP and employability interventions, 
whether they find them useful or not. 
Clegg (2004) and Clegg and Bradley (2006b) highlight the diversity of the 
student body and the fact that a large proportion of staff need to develop 
understanding of PDP in order to effectively engage with it as major 
challenges in implementation. The disciplinary 'bias' has also been 
highlighted (Clegg & Bradley, 2006a), as disciplines such as education 
and health have long-standing histories of implementing PDP elements 
(especially reflection) in their practice (although, I believe, their focus is 
narrower, linked to professional practice), while other subjects may 
struggle to engage their students in structured reflection. There are also 
marked differences in approaches to PDP between, as well as within, 
institutions (Clegg & Bradley, 2006b; Hilsdon, 2012). Brennan and Shah 
(2003) suggest that post-1992 universities (often former polytechnics) tend 
to see PDP as a voluntary activity while other institutions may view it as 
compulsory (and formally assessed); however, over the years, many 
institutions have shifted towards models which tend to be more embedded 
in the curriculum and compulsory. For example, the UoB (a typical post­
1992 institution) initially created a 'PDP spine' of 'bolt on' modules which 
ran through most of the undergraduate curriculum (Atlay & Jankowska, 
2006) and subsequently moved towards a fully embedded model of PDP 
(Atlay, 2008, 2009; Atlay, Petrova & Ujma, 2009). 
Clegg (2003, 2004) observed that motivating some groups of students to 
engage with PDP (especially structured reflection) can be particularly 
challenging and produce little results. Quinton & Small bone (2008) cite a 
case study at Glamorgan University where the attempts to engage both 
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students and staff with a paper-based progress file failed due to both lack 
of time and lack of belief in the core values of PDP - two issues, which are 
commonly reported by colleagues from across the sector. Although I am 
familiar with the discourses of reluctance of some UoB staff to 'buy into' 
PDP or engage with something that can be viewed as 'soft', 'wishy-washy' 
and unrelated to their subject disciplines and something they feel not 
prepared to teach (lack of knowledge and confidence) as well as 
perception that PDP threatens to increase staff's workload and 
responsibilities, I intend to concentrate here mainly on students' 
engagement with PDP. 
One of the main issue for me was that all the processes involved in PDP 
seem to be of an individual nature and point to 'self' as central agent. This 
is stressed by Clegg's (2010) articulation of PDP as a cyclical process of 
'cultivation of personal dispositions towards the future, based on 
continuous self-improvement, self-surveillance and self-promotion' (Clegg, 
2010, p.355) and, as such, centred on an individual's development (rather 
than growth, discussed in section 3.2.1). Arguably, a portrayal of PDP as 
centred on agency, individuality, independence and personal achievement 
aligns it with a Western philosophy and scholarly tradition which value 
critical thought and argumentation (see chpaters 1 and 4 for discussion). 
This articulation of PDP as an individual process neither refers to 
development and learning as social activities, nor encompasses a 
possibility of PDP being undertaken for the purpose of knowledge sharing 
and transmission. The preoccupation with individual work in PDP is 
perhaps best reflected in the concept of a lone reflective practitioner, 
reflecting about self on his own, away from others - a portrayal that 
Chivers (2003) views as a strange one, given that most learning and 
professional work happens in social groups or teams. Such 
conceptualisation of PDP may seem alien to many foreign students. In my 
opinion, failing to note 'the social' in personal development is a serious 
omission in the available definitions of PDP. 
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Clegg's definition also strikes me as suggesting that PDP is supposed to 
prepare a person for a highly competitive world outside academia where 
projecting a particular self-image is important. However, the idea of self­
promotion may be at odds with some students coming from non-Western 
cultural traditions (see chapter 8). 
Clegg stresses that the broader agenda of PDP focuses on 'employability 
and the acquisition of the skilful practices implied by the agenda of generic 
or transferable skills', with the instrumental aim of up skilling 'the human 
capital for the flexible, [competitive], global market' (Clegg, 2010, p.356). 
Competition, thus, is seen as a driver not only at personal but also societal 
and global levels. The focus on the employability agenda is also 
emphasised by Hilsdon (2012) who argues that the PDP policy 'evolved to 
promote the specific view that the purpose of HE is primarily to serve 
certain economic interests - and particularly those of employers' (p.491). 
He argues that the emphasis on activities such as record-keeping, 
competence-based assessments and those termed as 'skills for reflection' 
and 'management of self reflect 'an attempt to introduce market-driven 
behaviours and values into HE and all areas of academic practice ... 
[aspects] which would not previously have been so readily associated with 
a university education' (p.491). Contrary to this trend, Hilsdon believes that 
'education should not privilege the interests of employers, as the Leitch 
report advocated, ... or their ability to influence either curricula or other 
areas of academic practice' (p.491). Although he does not dismiss the 
idea that HE should serve society's economic interests, he draws our 
attention to how those interests are being determined: 
In an age where concerns about climate change, environmental degradation, 
world population and food production, health care, etc. are al\ urgent, 
concentrating solely on producing skilled graduates for the labour market and to 
improve UK competitiveness is clearly a dangerously narrow focus for our 
universities (p.49). 
Hilsdon (2013) points out that concentrating on the rhetoric of graduatness 
in a rapidly changing world and the new and complex needs of a 
'knowledge economy' (Jackson and Ward 2004), ignores the central 
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question of power: whose needs are being met here, and in whose 
interests? My reflection on this topic is that perhaps not all students are 
interested in employability (or at least not in the sense that is being 
promoted in the UK) or gaining skills for the UK labour market. Some 
foreign students may have no intention of working here and employability 
may be conceptualised and executed differently in various cultural settings 
(see chapter 8). 
As Hilsdon (2012) further explains, recording achievement against defined 
'core skills' or 'competencies' is not new in HE and has been criticised by 
writers such as Barnett (1900,1994) and Holmes (1999, cited in Hilsdon, 
2012). Although Barnett agrees that some core attributes, such as critical 
thinking, are key in academic learning, the emphasis on other skills and 
competenCies is predictable and prescriptive and contradicts the goals of 
HE, which should go beyond 'the known and predictable', especially in an 
era of 'supercomplexity (Barnett, 2000). Holmes opposes concepts such 
as 'transferable', 'generic' and 'key' skills and capabilities as these cannot 
be treated as objective characteristics of an individual. 
Therefore, the initial vision of PDP (aM, 2000) supporting holistic and 
life-long learning development appears to me to give way to more 
immediate concerns related to the future of education and employment 
(focusing on labour and productivity). This trend concentrates on narrowly 
defined, prescribed skills, instead of providing opportunities for students to 
develop their 'emergent identity' (Holmes, 2002, cited in Hilsdon, 2012). 
Clegg (2010), Rabikowska (2009) and Hilsdon (2012) suggest that PDP 
can be seen as 'a kind of discourse technology', underpinning the 
individualistic values, serving the needs of the economy and helping to 
embed these further within academic practice, rather than 'engaging in 
what might be thought of as genuine and critical academic practices such 
as experimenting, analysing data, asking questions and debating issues 
within a discipline (Hilsdon, 2012, p.491). Rabikowska (2009) locates this 
discourse in 'the politics of equality and sameness' and points to the fact 
" 
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that in the 'post-colonial era of liberating the conquered subjects from 
master narratives, the same overarching project of rationalising the 
advantages of criticism and self-criticism for the common good of society 
and its democratic ideals is still in circulation' (p.237). This 'universality of 
knowledge' is exercised 'under the umbrella of quality standardisation, 
validating consistency, quality as fitness for purpose, and quality as value 
for money' and lead to 'production and consumption of knowledge in 
compliance with external audits, employers' panels, alumni liaisons, 
external examiners, and, of course, students' feedback' (Rabikowska, 
2009, p.242). PDP requires learners 'to understand and reflect on their 
achievements and to present those achievements to employers, 
institutions, and other stakeholders' (QAA, 2008). By the means of 
reflection, self-motivation and self-evaluation students should be able to 
assess and adjust 'their current position to the future professional careers' 
and 'become independent learners ready to grasp the caveats of the 
", 
changing society and the hyperactive market' (Rabikowska, 2009, p.242) 
and fulfil the expectations of authorities (teachers, employers and society) 
within the boundaries of a particular socio-economic and cultural context. 
This view disregards students' own aspirations, personal growth and its 
transferability to other contexts and negates the entire premise of PDP as 
being 'personal', student-owned and student-driven, ignoring the fact that 
'the most satisfying learning experiences are those which have resulted, 
not just in the acquisition of a skill or technique but in an impact on the 
whole person' (James, 2004, p.116). 
It is not that PDP does not have the potential to 'impact the whole person' 
and provide opportunities for 'satisfying experiences' (James, 2004, 
p.116). The issue is that those excursions into own self are often very 
personal, 'messy' explorations, evoking questions, rather than answers 
and, as such, are very difficult to assess in any objective manner. Setting 
a set of objective, measurable criteria for assessment of skills and 
competencies can be fairly easy but doing the same for a more holistic 
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personal development is very difficult. It would require a degree of 
openness to subjectivity, unpredictability and going beyond the known 
(advocated by Barnett, 2000). Yet, as Rabikowska (2009) points out, 'in 
academia driven by the modern, linear approach to history and culture, 
education is situated in the stream of power where it is protected from 
contingency and unpredictability' (p.241). 
Moreover, drawing on the work of Archer (2007), Clegg (2010) explains 
that people's 'internal conversations' - very personal reflections - may take 
different forms. 'Higher education, however, discursively valorizes only 
certain forms of reflexivity and limits the ways in which we might think 
about the future (p.346). She argues that the types of futures present in 
the discourse of UK HE policy 'seek to predict, transform and control the 
future for the benefit of the present' and the future is presented as 'a 
terrain that is empty, open to and subject to colonialisation' and 'waiting to 
be filled with our desire, to be shaped, traded or formed according to 
rational plans and blueprints, holding out the promise that it can be what 
we want it to be' (Adam & Groves, 2000, emphasis in original, cited in 
Clegg, 2010, pp.345-6). The promise of PDP hence is that if students plan, 
execute their plans, record the outcomes and reflect on them, they can 
shape their future in whatever way they want. This view disregards the fact 
that 'continuous improvement and self promotion ... are heavily marked by 
inherited cultural capital and class' and engineering one's own 
employability success is still 'limited by the socially structured potentials for 
mobility' (Clegg, 2010, p.351). In the UK, as Clegg points out, middle class 
students seem to be benefiting more from HE than their working class 
peers (for them going to university became a norm rather than a choice). 
Clegg argues that 'the implied promise of mobility in the discourse of 
employability depends on, in large part, conditions not of students 
choosing' (p.352) hence the scope for exercising agency is limited by 
social circumstances. Contrary to this, PDP and employability seem to 
assume 'individuals whose personal projects are orientated towards 
mobility, and an underlying assumption of common forms of reflexivity and 
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values' which reinforce a production of the self 'cut free from the inherited 
constraints described through categories such as class and gender' 
(p.352). 
Moreover, this 'upward' movement disregards other values and forms of 
reflexivity, which may be anchored in a commitment to collective 
continuities, harmony and reciprocity (Preece, Modise & Mosweunyane, 
2008, p.278) and thinking in much bigger and longer-term scales 
(generations, society, rather than individual projects, see examples in 
chapter 8). 
Another concern is that the concept of PDP is often based on an 
unarticulated assumption that 'students are always already constituted as 
purposeful individuals orientated towards educational and career futures' 
(Clegg, 2010, p.356), implying that they not only can imagine their future, 
but also have the capacity to reflect on and plan for it. Yet, this view 
ignores 'the structural powers and tendencies that might make the 
realisation [of personal capacities] more or less possible for different 
groups of students with different access to social and cultural capital' 
(p.356). 
Although reflection for development is often 'scheduled' in curricula (in a 
form of spaced assessments or end-of-each-year progress checks), Clegg 
and Button (2008) found in their study of third-year undergraduates that 
when students 'reflected' (as required): 
they often engaged in subterfuge producing retrospective and tidied up accounts 
of processes which at the time of their enactment were not planned, future 
orientated, or fixed on the present future. Rather their enactments were messy, 
fluid and looked to the past as we" as the future (Clegg, 2010, p.357). 
Such 'reflection' with students counterfeiting records or producing all of 
them at the end of their academic journey defeats the purpose of the 
cyclical process of PDP, yet when I was engaged in marking students' e­
portfolios (in their second and third years of psychology undergraduate 
course) I often felt this was the case. 
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Even if we assume that only the minority of students fabricate their 
records, while the majority are willing to engage in structured reflection, 
there is still a question of students' ability. Quinton and Smallbone (2008) 
consider Clegg's (2004) warning that not all students are able to 'perform 
meta-cognition' and ask: 'If some students are not able, rather than not 
willing to engage in the reflection needed to undertake PDP, what value 
will it hold for them?' (p.1 06) 
Having taken into consideration the conceptual issues which lead to 
difficulties in measuring the effectiveness of PDP interventions and 
discussions around robustness of available evidence of its impact and a 
variety of implementations across the sector (with different elements being 
privileged), I still believe that there is a wealth of literature on personal 
development, growth and reflection (presented below) that can support the 
pedagogical value of PDP practices (Moon, 2001; Gough et aI, 2003; 
Jackson & Ward, 2004; Kumar, 2007). However, the pedagogic 
implications of PDP interventions should be carefully considered, 
especially in increasingly diverse landscapes of HE. 
3.1.2 Personal development or personal growth? 
In the prologue to his book describing development of the evolving self, 
Kegan (1982) uses an example of Woody Allen who 'was thrown out of 
college for cheating: it was on a metaphysics exam and he looked into the 
soul of his neighbour' to make a point that 'psychology asks fundamental 
questions about being human' and that this 'examination is metaphysical'. 
He also suggests that 'we are wary of deceiving ourselves so we "cheat" ­
we look into the souls of our neighbours for verification' (p.1). This short 
introduction summarises a few points that are central to my 
conceptualisation of personal development as a process in which an 
individual asks fundamental questions about self. 
Firstly, I see personal development as a life-long process, which may 
become progressively metaphysical (Kegan, 1994; Irving & Williams, 
2001) or spiritual and transpersonal (Whitmore, 1996; Wilber, 1979,2000). 
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As Irving and Williams (2001) suggest, people engage in PO with a 
purpose of changing their lives for the better. They seek to enhance self­
knowledge in the process of self-examination, which is unique to each 
individual as it is based on a specific set of understandings and 
circumstances. This is often instigated by encountering a problem or 
facing a crisis situation, which may evoke an intensive self-exploration: 
finding out about own needs, desires, values and beliefs, analysing 
reasons for dissatisfaction or problems and thinking about solutions, which 
can lead to accelerated development: 
for a person who moves from believing that he/she has no choices to seeing that 
there are many gains access to a whole new world. The change from being a 
passive receiver of the environment to an active player in the world can be 
monumental (p.226). 
This self-exploration happens within a social context and is often aimed at 
improving the level of coping with everyday life situations and relationships 
with others and therefore is 'a responsive mode [ ... ] where aims and goals 
are carried' (Irving & Williams 2001, p.227). In my observation this is 
where individuals are 'wary' and seek others' verification (Kegan, 1982) ­
they turn inwards but at the same time are aware of societal and cultural 
norms and requirements. It can be argued that in Western societies this 
'responsive mode' involves a move toward individuation, autonomy and 
independence and involves socially required improvement of skills and 
abilities, effectiveness, self-management and enhancement of 
employability in order to achieve what Irving and Williams refer to as social 
'musts' and 'shoulds' and become a more productive member of a society. 
Mastery of these areas is supposed to provide social benefits for both the 
society and an individual. 
Perhaps from the societal vantage point it would be best if people stayed 
at this level of development and not seek to engage with searching for 
deeper meanings of life - the metaphysical, spiritual or transpersonal. Yet, 
as Irving and Williams (2001) suggest, the 'process of self-discovery 
generates questions that transcend and negate the norms of society and 
cultural pressures' (p.225) and therefore 'the path of personal 
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development can become inherently antisocial' (p.230) as individuals 
reflect on what is truly important to them as opposed to what a society 
expects them to be or achieve. In this process, people can turn away from 
searching for ways to increase their personal effectiveness (in a material 
sense) and turn to what might be viewed as a search for answers to more 
significant 'cosmic' and spiritual questions (also O'Sullivan, 1999; Wilber, 
1979). They can seek inner satisfaction, peace or wholeness, rather than 
external gratification, turning more inwards than outwards. 
It strikes me that this process represents a shift from personal 
'development' to personal 'growth'. While both terms are often used 
interchangeably in lay conversations and subject-related literature, in fact, 
as Irving and Williams (1999) argue, in their semantic analysis of these 
two expressions they are not synonymous: 
development is something that can be planned; growth cannot. Growth is 
something that happens as a result of personal efforts to develop. Thus it is 
acceptable to say '\ am seeking to develop my potential', but not to say 'I am 
seeking to grow my potential': I can develop my personal resources but not grow 
them. [ ... ] growth generally refers to the whole person, whereas development 
more usually refers to specific aspects (p.518). 
While both development and growth refer to change, they refer to different 
aspects. Development can be planned and structured; goals can be defined and 
progress checked; criteria can be met and end-points achieved. Not so with 
growth, which is essentially an open-ended affair - more becoming than being. 
As such, growth can be an outcome of any development (pp.518-9). 
Ventimiglia (2005), Irving and Williams (1999) and Baxter Magolda and 
Crosby (2011) agree that, in contrast to development, growth cannot be 
planned or structured as 'without a freedom for spontaneity, the growth of 
self cannot occur' (Ventimiglia, 2005, p.299). During my research journey I 
have come to realise that what PDP proposes to support is personal 
development, which rarely offers opportunities to go beyond 'the planned 
and structured' and 'socially desired' outcomes in the environment where 
'learning is promoted for individualism, employment and growth [ ... ], not 
[ ... ] for the transmission of culture, for happiness or the human values of 
empathy, reciprocity, harmony, or co-operation' (Preece, Modise & 
Mosweunyane, 2008, p.278). Yet, some students may be either past this 
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initial stage of development (chapters 6 & 7 provide evidence from my 
data), focusing on their growth, searching for the purpose and meaning of 
life, seeking wholeness, integrity and the ultimate state of consciousness 
(Wilber, 1979) that exists on both levels: material, earthy and spiritual, 
cosmic. They may also be preoccupied with different agendas altogether; 
for instance, Preece et al (2008) suggest that African concepts of 
development 'privilege learning for citizenship', but are 'constantly 
overtaken by the European lifelong learning agenda for [economic] growth 
and competitiveness' (p.278) and therefore question whose concepts of 
growth and development are being privileged and for whose benefit. 
Irving and Williams (2001) suggest that the turn to metaphysical searches 
usually happens later in life, especially in the Western societies, when 
people have acquired a certain level of self-knowledge, had a career and 
achieved some of their goals. With the knowledge, achievement and 
increased 'reflectiveness' (Moon, 1999) may come a realisation that this is 
not what a person really wants or that there is more to life - so called 'mid­
life crisis'. This may be developmental as 'the crisis is a crisis because it 
directs the man [sic] precisely to the limits of his [sic] way of knowing the 
world' (Kegan, 1982, p.59). 
In my experience this 'crisis' may happen earlier and a steep learning 
curve of PD may accelerate a turn from development to growth. In chapter 
3 I further discuss an idea that living and studying in a foreign country may 
act (for some people) as a catalyst for personal growth (evidenced in 
chapters 7 & 8). 
In the literature on personality development, social adjustment is treated 
as a proxy for development (Roberts, Helson & Klohnen 2000; Staudinger 
& Kunzmann, 2005), something positive and desirable. Yet, as Rogers 
(1963) explains, a person following her/his own path 'would not 
necessarily be "adjusted" to his [sic] culture and ... would almost certainly 
not be a conformist' (1963, p.23). Irving and Williams (2001) warn that this 
may contribute to alienation and 'problems of acceptability in society' as 'in 
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pursuing a more spiritual path which transcends society and culture, there 
is less need for others. Moreover, it becomes more difficult to 
communicate with those who have not followed this path, and so do not 
share the same understandings' (p.232). 
Experiencing personal growth can change a person 'for good'. It is 
impossible to forget what has been learned, 'the clock cannot be turned 
back' (Irving and Williams, 2001, p.234), the threshold is irreversible and 
knowing more, experiencing a greater complexity and seeing things from 
different perspectives and, perhaps, in a more sophisticated way, is not 'all 
sweetness and light, nor about living happily ever after' (Whitmore 1996, 
p.29). Experiencing a 'true self and seeing through the social and cultural 
constraints may bring 'ugly' aspects to the surface as well. Having a 
wealth of knowledge, perspectives and understandings may lead to feeling 
split, conflicted and overwhelmed with the complexity of the world and 
one's own self. It may pose what Mezirow (2000) calls 'the threat of chaos' 
(p.3), making a person revert to an earlier stage of 'absolute knowing' 
where everything seemed crystal clear and there was no doubt, no 
confusion, no perplexity or turbulence. As George Bernard Shaw (1964) 
once said 'you have learned something. This always feels at first as if you 
had lost something' (p.316). 
In the process of development various ideas, perspectives and 
experiences merge and diverge, grow, are integrated or abandoned. 
Mezirow (2000) suggests the beginning of transformative learning starts 
with a realisation that 'there are no fixed truths or totally definite 
knowledge, and because circumstances change [ ... ] a continuous effort to 
negotiate contested meanings [is required]' (p.3). Reflecting on shifts and 
the nature of development itself can further alter the understanding of the 
process which Moon (1999) coins 'meta-cognitive reflection'. In that sense 
reflection can be viewed as a vehicle for both development and growth, a 
key element of PDP and a necessary prerequisite for transformational 
learning - concepts that I turn to in the next sections. 
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3.1.3 Reflection in PDP and PD 
Moon (1999) proposes that reflection implies 'a form of mental processing 
with a purpose/or an anticipated outcome that is applied to relatively 
complicated or unstructured ideas for which there is not an obvious 
solution' (p.4). It is more than a simple act of thinking or recalling as it 
involves a deeper consideration, weighting different options, questioning in 
the face of ambiguity, when there is no clear formula for how to behave. 
She distinguishes between the common-sense view and some theoretical 
approaches, suggesting that reflection as used in everyday language 
refers to (a) acts of considering something in greater detail, and (b) 
sudden thoughts that 'pop up' without conscious effort or purpose of 
reflecting. In this process, people usually draw on knowledge they already 
have, just adding some new information, trying to solve their problems. 
However, theoretical approaches suggest that reflection can evoke new 
learning through critical or evaluative modes and therefore has a 
transformative potential. Moon (2001) points out that when we ask 
students to reflect in academic contexts we probably ask them to engage 
in an activity that is similar to, but not entirely the same as, common sense 
reflection, as reflection on an academic course essentially: 
• 	 Is more structured, 
• 	 has a particular purpose, 
• 	 will most likely be shared with others (and may also be assessed) 
as opposed to private and personally motivated activity, and 
therefore: 
• 	 requires a degree of description of the object or the context (while 
normally we would just reflect on things without any systematical 
description) (p.1 0). 
Although I agree with Moon's (1999, 2001) differentiation between 
common sense and more theoretical forms of reflection, I also believe that 
this formal, structured, channelled activity is, to some degree, artificial and 
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restrictive. I call it 'reflection for personal development' and differentiate it 
from 'reflection for personal growth'. The first one is structured, with aims 
and goals planned and progress monitored but the latter may throw an 
individual into a whole new world of 'musements', often accompanied by 
unanticipated recurring questions, hints or sudden insights or realisations 
which may lead a person to unknown, unforeseeable search for a 'true 
self. However, I also acknowledge that these do not need to be entirely 
separate - one can happen against the background of the other; for 
instance, a crisis or disruption to a plan may invoke deeper reflection and, 
as a result, perhaps lead to a different plan being articulated. 
Eraut (1994) refers to these 'musements' as 'personal knowledge', which 
includes assumptions and impressions (some inaccessible at a conscious 
level) as well as conscious self-awareness and knowledge of self 
(strengths, weaknesses, limitations). Hence, I argue that personal 
development and growth are determined by both conscious and 
unconscious knowledge. 
Although reflection in PDP is supposed to support life-long learning, it is 
often confined to spheres of academic and professional development. 
Reflection for growth, on the other hand, can be aimed at a broader (often 
social or more universal) agenda, such as, for example, searching for 
'deeper meanings', transmission of culture, pondering over the condition of 
the human race or searching for solutions to social, environmental or 
political problems. Such reflection embraces not only a person's whole life 
span but also travels across time and space, including concerns for future 
generations, universal values and other cultures. Stevens (1996) supports 
this view extending the purpose of reflection far beyond the educational 
context, observing that the 'power of reflexiveness' cause people to 
question the meaningfulness of life experience, to review the values they 
hold and to search for new and more satisfactory meanings. Such 
'musements' are 'purposeful play' and 'particularly conducive to growth' 
(Ventimiglia, 2005) and as such should be promoted. 'Fostering reflection 
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on values and on versions of truth and meaning prepares the way for 
personal growth, and personal growth is a prerequisite for social 
transformation' (Riggs & Hellyer-Riggs, 2009, p.399). 
In my opinion, both types of reflection should be encouraged but, in 
practice, I mainly hear about the first type being promoted in the world of 
academia (with a few exceptions, such as for example the work of 
O'Sullivan, 1999). There are several possible reasons for this. Firstly, it is 
easier to introduce (and then assess) reflection in more tangible academic 
and professional spheres as desirable outcomes are usually relatively 
easy to define (with criteria for assessment derived from them) and 
therefore steps can be devised and progress checked intermittently in 
order to make sure that a learner is 'on track'. On the contrary, assessing 
personal reflection can be very difficult - such assessment is usually based 
on subjective judgement and the personal values of an assessor may be 
incompatible with those of students. There are issues around disclosure of 
personal or sensitive information and a risk that what one person sees as 
appropriate to share, another may feel uncomfortable reading. Therefore, 
many academics may feel reluctant to comment on and assess personal 
reflections. McLean and Abbas (2009) highlight this tension between 
encouraging students to include examples from their personal lives and 
the need to deliver a strong curriculum. They speak of the risks inherent in 
using 'biographical methods' and 'pop' knowledge (p.538). However, they 
conclude that 'the possibility is that, in some sites, esoteric and mundane 
knowledges are being brought into relationship with one another to 
develop a sociological 'gaze' that enlightens students' lives and work' 
(McLean & Abbas, 2009, p.539). 
Furthermore, many students in my research pointed out that academic 
and professional plans are usually short-term (study years and immediate 
career) while personal ones may be more difficult to design as they are 
often long-term and fuzzy, based on values and beliefs that are still in the 
process of 'making', therefore difficult to pin down (they probably include a 
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degree of tacit knowledge) or taken as set in stone. This is in line with 
Clegg's (2010) critical remark that 'the timescales of the academy are 
short term, fast and inimical to reflection about longer term ethical 
consequences' (p.347). There is less choice in academic and professional 
worlds as a number of objectives and benchmarks are set and individuals 
know (at least roughly) what is expected of them, what they need to do to 
achieve these and where to turn for help if needed. 
These observations reflect my own internal dialogue on a tension between 
reflection for development and reflection for growth. I acknowledge the 
value of the first, yet feel resistant towards an idea that a structured cycle 
of planning, enacting devised steps, recording progress and reflection 
(elements perpetually highlighted as key in PDP) will lead to achievement 
of chosen goals or, at least, some progression or improvement. 
Many theorists have modelled learning as a cycle (captured in figure 3 
below), with reflection being one of the key elements (for example, Kolb, 
1984; Gibbs, 1988). Both Kolb and Gibbs begin the cycle with some sort of 
experience and description, on which an individual reflects in the next 
stage of the cycle; Moon (1999) and Gibbs (1988) include in this reflection 
not only thoughts but also emotions. This leads to evaluation, analysis and 
devising a plan (Gibbs) or 'abstract conceptualising' and learning from 
experience (Kolb), which can be further implemented (active 
experimentation in Kolb's cycle), leading onto another cycle. 
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Figure 3: Gibbs' (1988) reflective cycle 
Although these models are useful in thinking about learning and 
developmental processes they are also limited by their cyclical and 
progressive nature, as well as concentration on retrospective thought with 
a goal of learning from experience for the future, as this implies that only 
'recycled' (Moon, 1999) knowledge is being used. They are silent in regard 
to new knowledge that, as Moon (2001) implies may be created as a result 
of reflection, to tacit knowledge (Schon, 1987; Eraut, 2000), and to ideas 
that reflection is not an exclusively individual, lonesome activity. Cowan 
(2006), for instance, highlights that reflection might be prompted by the 
questioning of others. 
Cowan (2006) combined two types of reflection listed by Schon (1987, 
p.26): 'reflection-in-action' (thinking on your feet) and 'reflection-on-action' 
(retrospective, post-event) with the third type: reflection-for-action, which 
establishes goals for subsequent learning or development, by identifying 
the needs, aspirations and objectives which will subsequently be 
prominent in the learner's mind (p.S2). 
I find Cowan's model particularly useful in thinking about personal 
development and growth as it links three types of reflection and highlights 
a spiral (non-linear) nature of progression. Although Cowan does not talk 
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directly about moments of stagnation or regression (aspects of 
development I discuss in section 3.3.2), he underlines that reflection is not 
necessarily a progressive and steadily incremental process, but a 
continuous one, which moves forward and backward in loops and spirals, 
rather than in a closed, ever-progressive cycle. Cowan's model more 
closely reflects a vision of development, presented in the following 
sections. 
Figure 4: The Cowan diagram (2006, p.53) 
In my opinion, this kind of reflection is particularly conducive to personal 
development and growth, orienting a person towards her dreams and 
desires. As Rogers (2001) suggests, 'perhaps no other concept offers 
higher education as much potential for engendering lasting and effective 
change in the lives of students as that of reflection (p.51). 
Yet, Moon (1999) underlines that reflection can be difficult, especially to 
students at the beginning of their educational journey. It requires 
articulating a clear purpose (when students may be just beginning their 
search for one), conscious effort and active engagement. It also implies 
questioning knowledge, which, in early stages of development, as many 
models imply, is taken for granted and treated as unquestionable (Perry, 
1970; Baxter Magolda, 2001), and considering various options, 
acknowledging that there is no 'right answer'. 
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Moon (1999) stresses that quality of guidance and support is instrumental 
for the improvement of reflection, especially in education. Similarly, Ellis, 
Hobson et al (2006, cited in Barnard, 2011) note: 
The learner will almost certainly require a degree of coaching as even those with 
reflective personality traits may find it difficult to identify which events should be 
reflected upon, how to reflect the value of 'physically' recording such reflections in 
a way as to avoid being overly self-critical (p.12). 
Not surprisingly then the data presented in this thesis as well as a growing 
body of research on difficulties around reflection and development of 
meta-cognitive skills (Tomlinson, 1999; Bleakley, 2000; Eraut, 2000; 
Clegg, 2004, 2010; Clegg & Bradley, 2006a; Clegg & Bufton, 2008; 
Barnard, 2011) indicate that students often feel unsure how to approach 
the task of reflection. 
The idea of structured reflection may also conflict with some students' 
beliefs (for example, in destiny, fate, undesirability of preoccupation with 
self or questioning the authority's plans for individuals) or be perceived as 
restricted to personal development, rather than growth. Reflection can be 
problematic not only because it requires 'imagining the future' (knowing 
what one wants to achieve, planning it, reviewing and reflecting on the 
way) in terms of education and career progression but also 'imaging' 
beyond that, which involves accommodating changing life circumstances, 
as one of Crosby's (2011, cited in Baxter Magolda & Crosby, 2011) 
interviewees commented: 
I do not think it is necessary to set concrete plans for ourselves. We are always 
changing and therefore our paths in life will be changing along with us. Instead I try to 
focus on what type of person I want to be and what values I want to uphold. I think if I 
listen to who I am when I am my most authentic self, my path in life will take me 
where I want to go (p.9). 
Having discussed PDP, a starting point for my project, as well as aspects 
of personal development and growth, I now turn to issues of personhood, 
self and identity and provide an overview of some developmental theories 
and concepts that influenced my work. 
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3.2 Philosophical foundations - personhood and development 
My understanding of personhood is based on phenomenological and 
existential viewpoints. I am interested in subjective experience of 
development from an individual's point of view and I view people 'as 
always being in the process of "becoming'" (Stevens, 1996, p.1S2). But I 
also take Harre's (1998) point that each individual has a particular 
worldview and experiences a sense of being the same person over time 
and across various life situations; he is usually able to 'feel that there is 
something - some inner core of the self - that makes [him] whole' (Elliott, 
2001, pA7). Hence the self should be viewed as 'dynamically maintained' 
(Kegan, 1982, p.12). 
The dilemma between change and continuity, according to Bamberg 
(2010) is central to understanding 'identity', while the dilemma between 
'self and 'other' and the issues of agency underpin discussions on 'self. 
As he explains, 'identity' is concerned with both 'sameness of a sense of 
self across time in the face of constant change' and 'uniqueness of a 
person vis-a-vis others in the face of being the same as everyone else' 
(p.4). This may explain why an individual may feel both as 'same' and 
'changed'. As Elliott (2001) observes, the concepts of identity and self 'are 
not coextensive since there are forms of identity which are not based on 
the self (for example, nationalist identities, p.9). While some aspects of 
identity, such as socio-cultural categories (gender, race, class, age, 
occupation) can provide a sense of stability over time, the sense of self 
can change as it reflects 'the construction of agency as constituted by self 
(Bamberg, 2010, p.4). I take Bamberg's points, however in further 
discussion I point not only to the fluidity of self but also identity. 
Identity and self can be conceptualised not only as social, but also as 
relational constructs, 'true only for a given time and within certain 
relationships' (Gergen, 1991, p.16). Hall (1996) suggests that 'identity has 
to go through the eye of the 'other' before it can construct itself (p.89). 
Ogilvie and Ashmore (1991,1992, cited in McAdams, 1994) observed that 
83 
Chapter Three 

individuals may form different patterns of behaviour in interactions with 
different people; for example, I can be serious and dry interacting with my 
superiors, but relaxed and playful with my children or partner. They 
referred to this as selves-with-others. 
Plummer (1995) highlights both the relational and situational nature of 
identity which is often expressed by stories people tell, which never: 
are true for all the time and space; we invent our stories with passion, they are 
momentarily true, we may cling to them, they may become our lives, and then we 
may move on (p.11). 
Furthermore, the sense of self is also located in time; it ties the past (who 
we were) with the present (who we are) and links to the future (who we 
want to become) (Erikson, 1959; McAdams, 1994; Stevens, 1996, 
Wetherell, 1996). 
It is this fluid, social, relational, situational and temporal construction of 
identity that is of particular interest to the research on students' 
development in the context of a diverse environment of the U08, where 
students are exposed to a variety of (often new) norms, values, beliefs and 
relationships, which provide ample opportunities to re-construct their 
educational narratives. Research shows that intercultural experience can 
be particularly transformative, instigating and/or accelerating personal 
development and growth (Robinson-Pant, 2005; Carol! & Ryan, 2005; 
Ryan & Hellmundt, 2005; Trahar, 2006b; Gill, 2007; Gu, Schweisfurth & 
Day, 2010; Miller-Perrin & Thompson, 2010; Erichsen, 2011; Trahar & 
Hyland, 2011). Murphy-Lejeune (2003) views the experience of adaptation 
to living and learning abroad as 'a maturing process' and 'an opening of 
one's potential universe' (p.113), something that many students in this 
research reported on (see chapters 7 & 8). The profound influence of living 
in a different culture and using different languages on a person's identity 
and worldview was captured in Hoffman's (1989) writing about cultural and 
linguistic blending which creates a sense of 'a new [person]': 
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No, there's no turning to the point of origin ... Polish insights cannot be regained 
in their purity; there is something I know in English too .... When I speak Polish 
now, it is infiltrated, permeated, and inflected by the English in my head. Each 
language modifies the other, crossbreeds with it, fertilizes it (p.273) (emphasis 
added). 
This sense of being a new person, no longer 'pure' provides a unique 
window to view the world through at least one more lens and was seen as 
central to the feelings of identity changes that some students reported in 
my research. Connell (1987, cited in Wetherell, 1996) suggests that an 
attempt to unify or make sense of a variety of experiences that influence 
identity formation may not be easy. In fact, it may involve considerable 
struggle, repression and internal conflict. It may not be linear and steadily 
progressive; instead, it may involve periods of stagnation or even 
regression (see section 3.3.2), feelings of being at the crossroads, 'lost' or 
indecisive about one's own direction. Viewed from this perspective identity 
may seem fragmented, fractured, and full of contradictions, shifting and 
changing in various relationships, hence never truly complete or unified. 
In this chapter I also attend to reflexive awareness, which Stevens defines 
as a human capacity to reflect on the very experience of being a person 
(1996, p.183). I believe thatthis uniquely human self-reflective ability gives 
us a certain (although by no means complete) degree of freedom in terms 
of choosing our thoughts and actions. As Covey (2004) highlights, 
'between stimulus and response there is a space. In the space lies our 
freedom and power to choose our response. In those choices lie our 
growth and our happiness' (p.42). By exercising our ability to choose, we 
can shape our path, develop in all the various aspects and construct and 
re-construct ourselves. In this respect, 'a person is not a fixed and solid 
reality' (Stevens, 1996, p.24) but a constructed one or, following Kegan's 
(1982) line of argument 'the person' is not a tangible 'thing' but rather 'an 
activity ... an ever progressive motion engaged in giving itself a new form' 
(pp.7-8). 
In the process of continuous change 'through individual actions and 
choices, the patterning of thoughts, dispositions, feelings and desires and 
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the structure of subjective experience in relation to the social order' (Elliott, 
2001, p.46), it is the meaning that becomes more important than any 
activity or process. People continuously and actively create their life 
histories (Wetherell, 1996) striving for 'coherence, intelligibility and 
liveability of one's social relationships through time' (Connell, 1987, cited 
in Wetherell, 1996, p.305), weaving the past, the present and the future in 
a way that makes it plausible and meaningful. Their interpretations of the 
events may not be objective, but I agree with Andrews et al (2004), 'that 
there is a close relationship between the stories we tell and hear and who 
we are; and that our stories are the cornerstone of our identities' (p.112). 
Bamberg (2010) suggests that the events are not important - what they 
stand for, how they connect with other events and how they differentiate 
people is more relevant. As Huxley (cited in Kegan, 1982, p.11) said 
'experience is not what happens to you, it's what you do with what 
happens to you'. The very same event may invoke different responses in 
different people as their perceptions of this experience and the meaning 
they ascribe to it differ. It is the coherence and the meaning of 'unified 
narratives about all the diverse relationships and activities which comprise 
[people's] lives' (Wetherell, 1996, p.306) that perhaps renders the dynamic 
balance, which is maintained between the feelings of 'sameness' and 
'difference' over time. Hence meaning-making will occupy an important 
position in the discussions throughout this thesis. 
Holding to a constructivist view (see chapter 2) I conclude that 'the only 
way we can conceptualise [a person] is from a particular perspective. It will 
inevitably be a construction which reflects as much about the 
conceptualizer as the person being conceptualized' (Stevens, 1996, p.24). 
3.3 Identity development 
Josselson (1996) succinctly summarises the psychosocial nature of 
development by stating that 'identity is what we make of ourselves within a 
society that is making something of us' (p.28). This reinforces many 
theorists' beliefs about the psychosocial nature of human development (for 
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example Erikson, 1959, 1968; Allport, 1961; Rogers, 1963; Loevinger, 
1987; Kegan, 1982, McAdams, 1994; Sampson, 1993; Stevens, 1996; 
Wetherell, 1996, Josselson, 1996; Baxter Magolda, 2001,2004,2007, 
2009; Baxter Magolda & Crosby, 2011). Erikson (1959) argued that 
development is often characterised by a tension between fitting into 
society's roles and expectations and acting according to individual values 
and beliefs, and this struggle between societal pressures and individual 
goals has been echoed as a fundamental feature of Western 
psychological ideas in the work of many theorists (for example Gergen, 
1991; Kitzinger, 1992; Sampson, 1993; Burman, 2008) and, as Kitzinger 
(1992) contends, may cause a 
tension between our "individual", private, interior, unique selves, and the "social", 
public, exterior, collective world. That dichotomy and its resultant dilemmas have 
a powerful hold on the Western imagination. From the individual/society 
dichotomy springs the question "who am I?" (or "who am I really?") and the 
tormented search for "the real me" as distinct from social roles, the struggle to 
find, to truly know and fully actualize the inner self (Kitzinger, 1992, p.223). 
These tensions and the wayan individual resolves them determine the 
trajectory of development. Erikson (1959) argued that identity formation ­
figuring out who we are - is the most important psychosocial task of late 
adolescence and young adulthood. This task is complex and rarely easy 
as it requires exploring many options in life, constructing a personal 
system of values and beliefs and choosing a future path. It involves what 
McAdams (1994) and Wetherell (1996) (building on work of narrative 
theorists, such as Bruner, Polkinghorne and Sarbin) refer to as creating a 
coherent, meaningful story in attempts to integrate one's own life by 
making connections between past, present and future in a narrative 
manner. It is 'in the emerging adulthood years [that] ... people begin to put 
their lives together into self-defining stories' (McAdams & Janis, 2004, 
p.161). As Bamberg (2010, p.21) observes the link between life and 
stories/narratives goes back to Freud, Murray, Allport, and, more recently, 
Macintyre and Ricoeur, yet it is not unproblematic. This is because 
narrative requires 'retrospectiveness that only credits "life as reflected" and 
discredits "/ife as lived" (p.21, original emphasis). Furthermore, the 
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narrative coherence has been questioned by, for example, Frank's (1995) 
chaos narratives, Gergen's (1992) discussion on cultural variety of 
narratives and Sartwell's (2000) arguments against imposed temporality. 
Nonetheless, most theorists agree that narratives often play an 
organisational role, providing some structure, temporal orientation, 
coherence and clarity, hence assisting individuals in their meaning making 
efforts and fulfilling communicative function. 
3.3.1 Identity statuses 
Marcia (1966, 1980) built on Erikson's theory proposing that an individual 
can achieve different 'identity statuses' based on whether they actively 
engage in exploration of important issues (for Erikson fundamental beliefs 
and values, future career and role in the society) and decide to commit to 
a particular position. Based on a person's readiness for exploration and 
commitment, Marcia established four 'identity statuses' (displayed in Table 
1) - particular developmental positions that an individual may hold, and, 
over time, move between, achieving a higher status. 
Table 1: Marcia's identity statuses 
Position on Identity statuses 
beliefs and 
occupation Foreclosure Moratorium Diffusion Achievement 
Crisis No Yes No Yes 
(exploration, 
Questioning) 
Commitment Yes No No Yes 
(resolution) 
Identity foreclosures tend not to question or explore, and, in Erikson's 
terms, fail to meet the identity challenge. They accept what is given by 
authority figures, therefore committing to the security of 'given' rather than 
risking uncertainty or even anxiety that may accompany exploration of own 
beliefs, values and priorities. McAdams (1994) suggests that foreclosures 
adopt an authoritarian outlook on life; they are rigid in their views and obey 
rules and regulations of powerful authorities. In this respect life is 'black 
and white', foreseeable, without many dilemmas. Baxter Magolda (2001 ) 
refers to this stage in development as 'following external formulas' and 
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observes it as a common position among the first year undergraduates 
who come straight from a high school to university. The absolute knowing 
aspect of the foreclosure stage has been explored extensively by various 
researchers (Perry, 1970, Kegan, 1982; Baxter Magolda, 2001, King & 
Kitchener, 2002, Hofer & Pintrich, 2002) who see it as a lower stage of 
cognitive and epistemological development where individuals view 
knowledge as certain, unambiguous with clear 'right or wrong' answers. 
The second identity status, moratorium, features a stage of exploration. 
Individuals in moratorium begin questioning and looking for answers to 
questions: 'Who am I?', 'What is my purpose?', 'Where am I heading to?' 
They know they do not have the answers yet, and therefore they refrain 
from making commitments. They are 'at a crossroads', using an analogy 
which Baxter Magolda (2001) borrowed from Kegan (1982). According to 
her, students also shift away from absolute towards more transitional ways 
of knowing, where uncertainty is coming to be acknowledged (albeit not in 
all domains) and from knowledge acquisition to efforts in knowledge 
understanding and application. Moratorium should precede the final stage 
of identity achievement by moving from uncertainty and exploration to a 
stable commitment. Before this can be achieved, however, individuals may 
go through a crisis and often rebel against their parents and authority 
figures. 
If individuals have experienced a crisis and made a commitment, they 
achieved an identity (the third identity status), therefore in Erikson's terms 
resolved the adolescence conflicts and matured. Identity achievers have 
internalised beliefs and goals, rely on their own judgement and are 
independent. This status can be compared to Loevinger's (1987) higher 
ego stages, such as autonomous stage (1-5) or the highest (and rarely 
achieved) integrated stage (1-6), and to what Baxter Magolda calls 'the 
capacity for self-authorship - the ability to collect, interpret, and analyze 
information and reflect on one's own beliefs in order to form judgements' 
(1998, p.143). 
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Finally, Marcia's fourth identity status, characterised by the lack of both 
exploration and commitment is coined as 'identity diffusion'. According to 
McAdams (1994), young people in this stage 'appear to be afloat in the 
sea of ambiguity' (p.671) in the state of withdrawal and social isolation. 
3.3.2 Direction and goals of development 
Most of the models, as already signalled, view development as rather 
linear, progressive and positive (gain, growth). Little attention is paid in the 
literature to moments of 'being in limbo', stagnation or, on a 'plateau' or to 
the possibility of regression to a lower stage. Those which acknowledge a 
possibility of pauses or regressions, such as Perry's (1970) scheme of 
intellectual and ethical development, may offer deficiency interpretations, 
seeing them as 'deflections from growth', such as: 
• 	 retreat - from a higher position of the diversity of relativism to 
dualism (there are other views than mine but mine is the only right 
one) or even absolutism (there is only one right answer), 
• 	 escape - a stage or point in life characterised by alienation and 
withdrawal, and 
• 	 temporizing - unwillingness to acknowledge the need for 

commitment. 

Escape and temporising bear elements of Marcia's identity diffusion: 
alienation, withdrawal and inability to commit. As Moore (2002) observed, 
Perry later changed his position from 'deflections of growth' to a more 
positive view of these moments in life as serving a purpose, often 
appropriate and necessary responses to specific contexts and 
circumstances. Especially temporizing can be viewed 'as a respite from 
the challenges of development, and not undesirable at all' (Moore, 2002, 
p.23). 
I believe that the latter, more positive, view is justifiable. I refer to the 
periods which students may utilise to retract, reflect and re-compose 
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themselves as 'incubation', temporary but often necessary stages in their 
development. 
Moore (2002) noted that in his later writing Perry also suggested that new, 
unfamiliar or ambiguous situations (living and studying abroad fit precisely 
into this category) may require an individual reflect back to earlier 
perspectives. I interpret this as a possibility of a person either withdrawing 
completely to previous positions or existing on multiple levels of 
development at the same time (Perry's multiplicity, relativism), for example 
holding a higher position in one area and at the same time a more dualistic 
position in another area. I also reason that a person may be at different 
stages of development, 'incubation' or 'regression' in different areas, for 
example intellectually achieving a more relativistic position (Perry, 1970), 
'contextual knowing' (Baxter Magolda, 2001) or 'reflective thinking' (King & 
Kitchener, 2002), while at the same time holding dualistic views, choosing 
to accept authority's views without questioning (foreclosure) or even 
choose not to deal with a particular area of her life (temporization). Some 
students whom I interviewed in the course of my research exhibited such 
complex multipositionality (see chapter 7). 
This possible multipositionality and multidirectionality of development calls 
into question assumptions prevalent in the literature about identity 
formation (and development in general) as a staged process, implying 
continuous, linear and (mainly) upward movement or progress, from one 
level to another in the course of their lives in order to achieve 'better', 
more differentiated, integrated and socially adequate levels of 
development. As Loevinger (1987) suggests not everyone moves through 
all the stages or is able to achieve the 'highest' ones. 
Many theorists also concentrate on development of agency as one of the 
main goals of life. An individual should become an independent, 
autonomous being, self-controlled, achieving, an active agent of her life; in 
Maslow's (1968) terms a 'self-actualised being'. This view of development 
is often, although not exclusively, associated with Western culture, and, as 
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I explained earlier, is often highlighted in the world of academia and 
employment. Burman (2008) offers a further critique of both linearity of 
development (and terms such as 'progressing' or 'advancing' from one 
stage to another) and Westernisation of developmental concepts: 
... the norms by which we evaluate that development may be far from universal. 
In particular ... the individual autonomy of conscience ... fits well with the modern, 
Western ideology of individualism. But this is not the highest point of moral 
development for all cultures, many of which have traditionally valued obedience 
and respect for elders and tradition over personal conviction (p.291). 
She argues that 'Anglo-US psychology extends its influence much further 
than its own linguistic and cultural domains through the dynamic of 
imperialism. Developmental psychology therefore functions as a tool of 
cultural imperialism through the reproduction of Western models' (p.291). 
This is not to say that there are no theories that highlight the importance of 
what Bakan (1966) refers to as communion. For example, Adler (1930, 
cited in McAdams, 1994) believed that a person strives for superiority and 
wholeness while, at the same time, expressing love and communion with 
other people and Erikson (1959, 1968) spoke respectively of intimacy, 
generativity and integrity as symptomatic of development in adulthood. 
However, they seem to be silenced in the competitive Western world 
focused on personal achievements and autonomy, something that Kegan 
referred to as 'psychologics of independence' at the expense of 
'psychologics of inclusion' (1982, cited in McAdams, 1994, p.559). From a 
socio-political stance, Bauman (1996) argues that postmodern (Western) 
life is fragmentary and discontinuous, disengaged, marked by 
commitment-avoidance; life which lends itself to individuality and 
consumerism, rather than communion and care (concerns also echoed in 
Barnett's work, 2007). Furthermore, Buss (2001) argues that the 20th­
century Western world observed 'a strengthened belief in personal 
uniqueness' and diminishing of 'collective self (p.2, original emphasis). 
The excessive emphasis on agency and self-sufficiency has been 
criticised (Kegan, 1982,1994; Sampson, 1993; McAdams, 1994, Baxter 
Magolda, 2011) as a narrow vision of human development, referred to as 
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'monologism', 'self-celebratory monologues [that] dominate the entire 
Western project and appear throughout both popular and scientific culture' 
(Sampson, 1993, p. ix), and contrasted with 'other cultures [which] do not 
insist on so sharp a separation of the self from the non-self. The I of the 
Western man [sic] sticks out like a stubbed thumb. In other cultures it 
blends more readily with nature and society' (Allport, 1961, cited in Buss, 
2001, p.2). Yet, it seems that this individualised, independent view of self 
is still prevailing in Western societies and, in fact, as argued elsewhere, 
(Jankowska, 2011) is being successfully 'exported' to other countries, 
such as for example those of the post-communist bloc. 
Kegan (1982) provides an eloquent discussion on how Western thinking 
dichotomises entities and processes in a way that Eastern tradition does 
not. Chinese' ... have less difficulty seeing that objects are also events, 
that the world is made up of processes as much as entities. Eastern 
cultures do not see day and night as static poles or distinct realms the way 
we do but as sub processes that tend toward each other (Kegan, 1972). 
Their thinking is less dichotomous, more dialecticaL' (p. 8). This is an 
important point for my thinking about how PO may be understood 
differently by those students who think in a more dialectical way and for 
whom agency may not be an important developmental goal. 
Kegan's model (1982) pays close attention to the tension between 
independence and inclusion (or in Bakan's terms 'agency - power' and 
'communion - love', 1966), suggesting that individuals swing in a spiral 
fashion between independence and inclusion in order to achieve a 
complex interindividual balance. At the highest stage of development 
referred to as 'authorship' (Kegan, 1982; Baxter Magolda, 2001) an 
individual becomes a unique but integral part of the social world and an 
identity becomes something that one can both have and share with others 
(McAdams, 1994; Barnett, 2007). According to McAdams (1994), 
'communion refers to union of the individual with the environment and 
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surrender of individuality to a larger whole, covering such motifs as 
intimacy, love, reconciliation, caring and merger' (p.754). 
Therefore, what some researchers of the subject see as the highest 
stages of development involve both communion and tolerance for 
complexity and ambiguity, the latter emphasised, for example, in models 
of cognitive development (Perry, 1970, Porter & Suedfeld, 1981, Baxter 
Magolda, 2001, King & Kitchener, 2002). Porter and Suedfeld (1981) refer 
to this as integrative complexity with a more sophisticated view of the 
world, which allows for a greater differentiation (seeing more distinctions 
between various ideas) and integration (seeing more connections). 
I argue that although the models of cognitive development highlight both 
the ability to differentiate and integrate at the highest levels of 
development, the onus in educational institutions in the West is on helping 
students achieve autonomy, individuality, independence and criticality 
rather than communion, reconciliation, interdependence or harmony. I 
have come to believe that, despite the wealth of research on human 
development, HEls do not do excel at supporting students' development 
through to the highest levels; instead they place an accent on 
development of intellectual abilities and provide countless drills for 
independent, critical and autonomous thinking. Thus, by refusing to 
incorporate both the self and the social more into students' university 
experiences they fail to provide opportunities that support movement 
towards higher development. Baxter Magolda's (2001,2004) longitudinal 
research shows that it is after the university (not during) that most of the 
students are able to shift towards self-authorship. 
3.3.3 'Culture-as-difference'3 and cultural identity 
There is a vast theoretical discussion about what culture is. Over half a 
decade ago Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952) noted a hundred and sixty four 
different definitions of culture, showing the complexity of the construct. 
Here, I concentrate on a few aspects, particularly salient to my research, 
3 Bhabha (1996, p.55) 
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purposefully avoiding a detailed description of all the nuances of the 
arguments around culture. 
A popular view is that culture is what we 'breathe', something that 
dissolves into every aspect of our life and subconsciously affects the way 
we think and behave. As Geertz (1973) said 'there is no such thing as a 
human nature independent of culture' (p.49). Many definitions suggest that 
culture is learned, not inborn, and passed on in the form of a cultural 
heritage from one generation to other, often subconsciously. As 
Trompenaars (1993) explains: 
Culture is like gravity: you do not experience it until you jump six feet in the air ... 
The essence of culture is not what is visible on the surface. it is the shared ways 
groups of people understand and interpret the world (p.3). 
In line with Trompenaars' argument, Spencer-Oatey (2000) treats culture 
as an explanatory concept and suggests that we become aware of cultural 
difference when faced with someone who is of another nationality. Being 
able to acknowledge that a person belongs to a culture and being 
prepared to understand that people are shaped by their own culture is a 
condition for 'being intercultural' (Byram & Fleming, 1998; Bredella, 2003). 
The emphasis on difference is present throughout the literature on culture 
and identity (Hall & du Gay, 1995; Stevens, 1996; Buss, 2001; Elliott, 
2001) and is succinctly summarised in Agar's (1994) definition of culture 
as '[. .. ] not what some group has' but something that 'happens to you 
when you encounter the difference' (p.22). Holliday, Hyde and Kullman 
(2004) highlight pervasiveness of culture (as something that is absorbed 
from the environment) and the fact we often make use of 'contrastive 
others' in order to define the 'self. They refer to the theory of 
deconstruction, according to which 'things are what they are in terms of 
what they are not. [ ... ] identity is inevitably exclusive. You are something 
because you are not something else' (p.1S6). This view suggests that in 
the process of socialisation we absorb values, norms, beliefs. Culture 
penetrates us and therefore we are socially conditioned by it. But they also 
warn against such views of culture that can be both deterministic and 
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essentialist and lead to 'otherization' and 'stagnant' perceptions of others 
(cultural essentialism), which may turn into stereotyping. Devos (2003) 
warns against such dichotomous thinking and points out that as a 
consequence of it paradoxically both the international and the local 
students become homogenised; 'the international because it is foreign and 
exotic and local because it is "not other''' (p.164). On the other hand, the 
universalistic position which maintains that there is 'the common humanity' 
beneath the difference (Byram & Fleming, 1998) may not be helpful either 
because, as Bhabha (1990) explains, 'the universalism that permits 
diversity masks ethnocentric norms, values and interests' (p.208). 
Marginson and Morris (2001) speak against the polarised positions of 
difference and sameness, 'rejecting the extremes of both universalism and 
relativism' (p.588). They suggest that the self and the other are both open 
to change, but they are also both valued and sustained. Appreciation of 
the other does not have to rest on deconstructing the other or on 
dissolving the self. Sameness and difference can 'interrogate each other, 
constantly moving between them' (p.588). 
As I explained in earlier sections, I believe that identity is fluid and 
continuously reconstructed within different contexts and circumstances; 
even cultural identity (which sometimes may be viewed in an essentialist 
way as stable with 'core' characteristics) shifts and changes, especially 
when we find ourselves in a new environment, such as a different country. 
Hall (1990) refers to cultural identity as a continuous process, not an 
accomplished or finalised entity, as: 
[It] is a matter of 'becoming' as well as 'being'. It belongs to the future as much as 
to the past. It is not something which already exists, transcending place, time, 
history and culture. Cultural identities come from somewhere, have histories. But, 
like everything that is historical, they undergo constant transformation. Far from 
being eternally fixed in some essentialized past, they are subject to continuous 
'play' of history, culture and power. Far from being grounded in a mere 'recovery' 
of the past, which is waiting to be found, and which, when found, will secure our 
sense of ourselves into eternity, identities are the names we give to the different 
ways we are positioned by, and position ourselves within, the narratives of the 
past (p.22S). 
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3.3.4 National identity and language 
Elliott (2001) suggests that national (collective) identity is one of the most 
fixed personal characteristics, but even this can change. During my 
grandmother's life the external definition of her nationality changed three 
times: she was born in Vilnius, a Polish territory before World War I. In the 
post-second-world war years this land was incorporated into the USSR 
hence her nationality changed to Russian and, subsequently, to Lithuanian 
after the Soviet Block dissolved. Asked about her national identity, she 
answered differently, depending on the context of the conversation and 
political positioning of the interlocutor. She also chose different languages 
depending on the content of the conversation as if each of the languages 
linked with different aspects of her life and identity. I also have observed 
that there are areas of my own life that are better articulated in one of the 
languages I speak, for example writing an article for a publication in a 
Polish journal was particularly challenging as my professional identity is 
best expressed in English (my Polish work-related vocabulary is simply too 
limited). 
The relationship between language and identity has been discussed by 
several theorists (Hoffman, 1989; van Deurzen, 1996; Alred, 2003) with a 
recognition that using a different language can lead not only to a different 
way of expressing oneself, but also experiencing oneself. Hoffman (1989) 
felt that 'this [foreign] language is beginning to invent another me ... I am 
driven, as by compulsion, to the double, the Siamese-twin 'you' (p.121). It 
can be argued that people who speak different languages and live on a 
border of different cultures occupy Bhabha's (1990, 1996) 'in-between' or 
'third space' and experience 'hybridity', which, as he explains, is not the 
composition of the two 'original moments from which the third one 
emerges'; rather it is the space 'which enables other positions to emerge' 
(interview conducted and published by Rutherford, 1990, p.211). Hybridity 
is a concept to which my discussion turns below. 
" 
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3.3.5 Hybridity 
Grossberg (1996) uses the term 'hybridity' in relation to 'images of border 
experiences, of subaltern identities as existing between two competing 
identities ... [where] the subaltern is neither one nor the other but is 
defined by its location in a unique spatial condition which constitutes it as 
different from either alternative' (p.91). While I am interested in these 
'between and betwixt' (Sandsted, 2011) positions, I do not believe that the 
identities have to be 'competing', as Grossberg implies. Instead, I prefer to 
think of hybridity as an opportunity for 'communion' (Bakan, 1966), 
achieving higher developmental levels and integration of different, 
sometimes conflicting, perspectives. Sandsted (2011) draws attention to 
the fluidity or partiality of hybridity, suggesting that a complete integration 
is not possible (precisely because of changing, relational and contextual 
nature of identity). He argues that what we can achieve is a partial view 
that may make an understanding of different (for example, cultural) 
perspectives easier. With this in mind, he speaks about certain 'hybrid 
moments' where 'double consciousness' emerges and hybridity settles 
down, freezes 'into a moment of contextual performativity' before it moves 
again. I like to think about these moments as 'thresholds', developmental 
positions of 'insight', which allow an individual to 'crossbreed' different 
cultural viewpoints and feel as a new person, no longer 'pure' (Hoffman, 
1989). As Murphy-Lejeune (2003) suggests, the experience of crossing 
cultural borders changes a person's position in society. 'Caught in 
between groups, one's social and personal identity becomes unclear and 
must be re-defined. The movement is dual, from self to others and from 
others to self' and it requires time 'because it means moving from culture 
to interculture' (p.111) but investing time and effort in those movements 
may be developmental and transformative. I believe that some contexts 
and situations are particularly conducive to experiencing hybridity. For 
example, Holliday notes that he has multiple identities relating to different 
contexts, one as being a member of his family, part of which (through his 
wife) is Iranian (Holliday et aI, 2004). Linking theoretical discussion with 
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my personal experience I believe that living in another culture or 
experiencing 'otherness' through close relationships with my racially and 
culturally diverse circle of family and friends it is possible to sometimes 
experience moments of 'double consciousness' and, at other times, 
identify with one of the perspectives more or feel alienated by a 
perspective we may not be able to grasp or incorporate. Harden (2000) 
advises to prepare 'for the difficult position of the ... outsider, who no 
matter how much he/she might try, will never fully "understand" and will 
never be fully "understood'" (p.120). Although my vision is not so 
pessimistic and I value intercultural encounters, I also believe that the 
sense of belonging that 'double consciousness' moments offer is often 
interspersed with feelings of alienation or nostalgia for the past ('pure') 
identity and life of, perhaps, less cultural complexity. 
I discuss international students' efforts to adapt to a new environment (and 
be successful in it) and, at the same time, retain important aspects of their 
identity and be critical about what to and why they should adjust to in 
chapters 4, 7 and 8. 
3.4 Personal reflection and conclusion 
In this chapter I have presented the context and rationale for the 
introduction of PDP and related it to the literature on personal 
development, growth and identity. 
Prompted by a dialogue with students and my own 'musements' I arrived 
at a conclusion that both personal development and growth can be viewed 
as a journey influenced by a complex composition of conscious and 
unconscious influences, tacit and explicit knowledge, impressions, 
hunches and structured reflection, in which both scrupulous planning, 
structured reflection and ad hoc chances playa role. The latter may 
influence (and, sometimes substantially, alter) the chosen path, as 
Marsden (1988, p.182-183) put it evocatively in poetic verses: 
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He walked with his feet on a roadway, 

A path that was clearly defined. 

But the journey that really had meaning 

Was the one that took place in his mind. 

Whenever he came to a crossroad 

He had his choices to make. 

But his legs played no part in the choosing 

Which of the roads he must take. 

Wisdom lay not in his muscles 

Nor in the soles of his feet. 

It came from the light of achievement 

It came from the mud of defeat. 

The further on he walks, the more crossroads. 
And the harder the choices become. 
In country that's strange or unfriendly 
The ignorant will soon succumb. [ ... J 
I now move to a chapter which will discuss the challenges that await 
international students in 'country that's strange [and may also be] 
unfriendly' . 
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Chapter Four: Internationalisation of Higher Education (HE) 
and culturally mediated teaching and learning 
Nearly one hundred years ago, Heidegger (2000/1918) touched on 
important aspects of internationalisation: shrinking of space and time, 
issues of accessibility, technological advancements, inequalities and 
distribution of power in the world, asking questions: 'what for? - where to? 
- and what then?' (p.29). Following Heidegger, in this chapter I seek 
answers to questions about what internationalisation of higher education 
is, what for, for whose benefit, where does it lead us and what might the 
future hold. I examine 'vectors of power' (Hoffman, 2008, p.1) such as 
globalisation, marketization, consumerism, market competition, standards 
and quality, policy drivers, lecturers' and students' expectations and 
concerns pulling institutions, staff and students in different directions. In 
this chapter I discuss how these different expectations and demands can 
put more pressure on already stretched academics, contributing to 
ambivalent feelings towards international students (Devos, 2003) and 
leaving less space and energy for activities such as PDP, often perceived 
as not core to subject teaching and requiring more explanation to students 
unfamiliar with them. In such scenarios the opportunities to build trustful 
and respectful relationships, often necessary for personal disclosures 
typical for PDP tasks, may be limited. 
I discuss the diversity of 'international students' and challenge some of the 
assumptions frequently made about them as well as hegemony of 
Western thought, arguing that PDP is one of many Western concepts, 
often uncritically applied to all students, regardless of its use to their lives. 
I also consider the discourses of multiculturalism and attempt to translate 
them onto a microcosm of academia, discussing the complexities of 
multicultural education. 
Finally, I consider 'culturally relevant' or 'third space' pedagogy as a 
suitable philosophy to underpin teaching and learning in increasingly 
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multicultural HE environments, as an approach which could support 
students' personal development and growth in a more sensitive and 
considerate way, providing space for stUdents' own way of being and 
becoming, without an uncritical imposition of Western practices. 
4.1 Internationalisation - tensions and competing discourses 
Internationalisation, like culture and PO, is an elusive and broad term 
'characterised by unclear demarcation of concepts' (Kehm & Teichler, 
2007, p.262) which vary accordingly to contexts and perspectives (Knight, 
1997; Gunn, 2005; Fok, 2007; Killick, 2009; Montgomery, 2010; Trahar & 
Hyland, 2011). What internationalisation means 'invites seduction into a 
quagmire of potentially unsatisfying responses' (Stone, 2006, p.334), 
which include international activities (student and staff academic mobility, 
networking, partnerships and projects, international academic 
programmes and research initiatives), delivery of education to other 
countries (branch 'offshore' campuses, franchises or 'transnational' 
delivery of parts of the curriculum to students in their home countries), 
inclusion of international content into curricula or a means to improve 
rankings of their institution and to recruit the best and brightest of 
international students and scholars (Knight, 2008; Killick, 2009). 
Caruana (2007) notes that most literature views internationalisation 'as the 
response to or an expression of changes brought about by globalisation' 
depicted as the process of 'breaking down barriers between societies and 
cultures and the subordination of all to the market' (p.21), a part of 21 st 
century's reality, which as Altbach and Knight (2007) suggest, includes 
'policies and practices undertaken by institutions to cope with the 
globalised academic environment' (p.290). This can be viewed as a 
convergence trend toward homogeneity, uniformity and standardisation; 
often associated with 'a global hegemony - "the hamburger" culture, 
decline of national sovereignty (Haigh, 2008) and the spread of 
Westernisation and its imperialistic claims. But globalisation is also 
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associated with an opposed trend toward differentiation through contact 
with others: 'dis-identifying and positioning as "other'" (Caruana, 2007, 
p.21 ), discussed in chapter 3. 
Discussion in HE is dominated by the topics of recruitment of international 
students and the economic motivation behind it (Devos, 2003; Haigh, 
2008; Tian & Lowe, 2009, Svensson & Wihlborg, 2010), rather than 
intercultural learning with values of mutual respect, cooperation and 
understanding - 'the education of planetary citizens' (Haigh, 2008, p.427). 
This scenario prompts Halliday (1999) to 'question [internationalisation] 
fetish' as an 'unconsidered pursuit of the international can lead to a less, 
rather than a more, effective international contribution' (p.99). 
Caruana (2007) argues that there are many understandings and 
misunderstandings of the relationship between internationalisation, 
globalisation and the development of the global 'knowledge economy and 
learning society' which drive approaches to curriculum in different 
directions (p.23). Many universities engage in rhetoric of graduating 
'globally competent' students, a term popularised and used frequently in 
discussions on links between globalisation and internationalisation of HE. 
Hunt (2004, cited in Hunt at ai, 2006) defines global competence as 
'having an open mind while actively seeking to understand cultural norms 
and expectations of others, leveraging this gained knowledge to interact, 
communicate and work effectively outside one's environment' (p.130-131). 
Brustein (2007, cited in Killick, 2011) argues that 'without global 
competence our students will be ill-prepared for global citizenship, lacking 
the skills required to address our global security needs, and unable to 
compete successfully in the global marketplace' (p.6). Yet, there are not 
many institutions that put their slogans about internationalisation into 
practice (Jones & Killicl<, 2007). This preoccupation with 'rhetoric of 
employability [and global competitiveness] in which the purposes of higher 
education are reductively described as the manufacture of the employable 
subject' (David & Clegg, 2008, p.486) seems to me a narrow-sighted 
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vision of internationalisation and perhaps should only be treated as one 
aspect (and, perhaps, not the most important) of the internationalised 
curriculum. 
Apart from being 'globally competent', graduates should become 'citizens 
that feel at home in the world' (Haigh, 2008, pA27) and be able to 
negotiate uncertainties and complexities of the modern world (Barnett, 
2003,2007; de Vita & Case, 2003; Haigh, 2008). Olser and Starkey (2003) 
call for education directed at cosmopolitanism in which 'educated 
cosmopolitan citizens will be confident in their own identities' and be able 
to see their responsibilities 'within the local community and at a global 
level' (p.267). This idealistic 'dream for internationalisation' (Haigh, 2008, 
p.428) is based on the ideas that moving to another country (for migration, 
labour and/or study) offers people an opportunity to participate in an 
increasingly globalised world (Marginson & Mollis, 2001), can lead to a 
more complex cultural mix and to what Bhabha (1990) calls cosmopolitan 
and hybrid identities (see chapter 3); identities that many international 
students and academics assume (Marginson & Mollis, 1997). Yet, these 
optimistic views may clash with a harsh reality of a prevailing marketization 
discourse and the demands of teaching an increasingly diverse body of 
students, as well as broader issues affecting multicultural societies. 
4.2 Marketization, policy drivers and students as consumers 
Montgomery (2010) notes that the phenomenon of learners travelling 
abroad to study is a very old tradition going back to ancient times of 
'wandering scholars' moving from place to place to broaden their learning. 
Yet, the growth in international students' mobility, accelerated over the last 
few decades on an unprecedented scale, is often treated as 'a source of 
income generation, a "cash flow'" (Brown & Jones, 2007, p.2) for 'cash­
strapped higher education institutions' and only 'in theory ... a process for 
the education of planetary citizens' Haigh (2008, pA27). From this 
perspective, education is treated as a 'commodity' and a lot of literature 
concentrates on 'dealing with students' problems and needs as part of 
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after-sale client care' (Gill, 2007, p.168). These growth tendencies are 
reflected in a dramatic increase in the British universities' interest in the 
internationalisation agenda. By 2006, 1 02 (out of 117) universities 
included in their mission statements phrases that relate to 
internationalisation (Ayoubi & Massoud, 2007); in years 2006-8 every UK 
government policy referred explicitly to it; all job advertisements for vice­
chancellors that appeared in the British press during 2007 cited 
international perspectives as one of the requirements and by 2007 nearly 
half of all British universities employed a deputy vice chancellor to deal 
with internationalisation matters (Foskett, 2008, cited in Foskett, 2010). 
Such moves are driven by governmental policies and initiatives, like for 
example the Prime Minister's Initiative (PMI, 2006), which set the goal for 
the HE and FE sector to attract more than 100,000 international students 
and double the number of countries sending more than 10,000 students 
per annum to the UK by 2011 (UKCISA, para 3). Twitchell (2004, cited in 
Haigh, 2008, p.428) claims that in the USA HE is a business 'bigger than 
religion, much bigger than art' and Svensson and Wihlborg (2010) argue 
that 'the dominant discourse on internationalisation of higher education ... 
tends to be framed by political, economic and organisational perspectives, 
rather than informed by educational considerations' (p.595). Haigh (2008) 
argues that indeed many HEls act as 'big businesses', modelling their 
arrangements on multinational corporations. On-going commercialisation 
of HE finds its expression in the fact that 'international education has been 
shaped largely by university leader-managers ... rather than by faculty 
... [and] some universities have developed new programs almost overnight 
without much regard for ... the curriculum' (Marginson, 2002, p.2) or 
students' needs. De Vita and Case (2003) highlight the dangers of 
'marketization' and 'commodification' of curriculum, which 'militate against 
a type of internationalisation that would make university culture more 
multicultural' (p.384). 
These tendencies inevitably give rise to relations where students are 
conceived as 'consumers in a buyer-driven market' and where HEls 'use 
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business-style methods to attract them' (Haigh, 2008, p.429) and 'compete 
(locally and internationally) for market share, and increasingly "sell" 
themselves through the broad ephemera of location, facilities, celebrity 
and brand' (Killick, 2009, p.6). 
According to predictions 'by 2025 the demand for international education 
will grow to 7.2 million students, a quantum leap from1.2 million students 
in 2000' (Knight, 2008, p.7). Trahar and Hyland (2011) warn that the 
sustainability of such a big scale internationalisation enterprise calls 
universities to consider the costs, support mechanisms and resources as 
well as commitment, time and effort of the staff involved. I believe 
universities have an ethical obligation to provide international students 
with opportunities and support needed to fulfil their potential, but I also 
acknowledge that this is a very complex landscape to navigate in and, as 
such, requires a careful consideration and alignment of policies and 
practices, managerial, organisational and funding arrangements and 
strategic decisions. Above all, 'we should never forget that education is 
our first reason for existence as university' (Mandela, 1992, para 21) and 
we should be sensitive to complexities of multicultural education, the 
unethical nature of some of the practices within academia and wary of 
cultural imperialism and hegemony of Western culture, issues I turn to in 
the following sections. 
4.3 Problematisation of international students 
The way that international students are conceptualised has changed over 
the last two decades and in this section I explore a variety of ideas about 
international students and the importance of academics' attitudes to them. 
4.3.1 Who are the international students? 
Caroll and Ryan (2005) define international students as those 'who have 
chosen to travel to another country for tertiary study' (p.3), (although some 
countries take in international students at secondary levels as well). I find 
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this definition more straightforward and accurate than an arbitrary division 
(used throughout the HE sector) between home and international 
students, where 'international' is an umbrella term that is used to refer to a 
large number of non-EU students to differentiate between them and so­
called 'home' students in terms of their fee status. Trahar and Hyland 
(2011, p.626) cite a definition proposed by the UKCISA (UK Council for 
International Student Affairs, n.d.) which suggests that a home or local 
student is someone domiciled in the UK or another EU country, while an 
international student is someone studying full-time and non-resident 
ordinarily in the UK or another EU country. I argue that many EU students 
(including myself) may indeed feel more 'international' or 'cosmopolitan' 
rather than 'home' even though they pay the same fees as the UK 
students. This may be because many of them come from distinctively 
different socio-historical backgrounds and pedagogic traditions and 
because they usually speak English as a foreign language. However, I 
also note that this perceived socio-cultural distance and English language 
fluency may be less marked for some (a passport may indicate a chosen 
nationality which may not reflect acquired identity, language or sense of 
belonging). 
Trahar (2006b) observes that although other terms exist ('overseas', 
'foreign') 'international' is perceived as a 'preferable' one (p.202) in relation 
to students who come to study in a foreign country. However, , 
purposefully use the term 'foreign' as it removes the illusion of 
commonality and familiarity with the local culture (that the term 'home' 
conveys for me) and resonates with 'otherness' of pedagogic practices, 
which are key to my discussion in this chapter. Hence, I use 'foreign' (my 
observations) and 'international' (literature citations) interchangeably, 
when referring to all non-British students. 
Many writers (Brah, 1996; Haigh, 2009; Trahar, 2006a, 2006b, 2007; 
Trahar & Hyland, 2011; Ryan & Viete, 2009) stress that international 
students cannot be treated as a homogeneous group or 'unproblematically 
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be characterised as having certain "qualities" as there can be greater 
diversity within cultures than between them' (Ryan & Viete, pp.303-4) and 
because both international and home students come from diverse 
backgrounds (cultural, ethnical, social, economic or linguistic). Brah (1996) 
notes that 'two groups sharing a broadly similar cultural space may 
construct themselves as ethnically distinct; conversely, culturally distinct 
groups may assert a common ethnicity' (p.238). Elaborating on such 
perceptions Louie (2005) refers to 'individual differences within the "same 
culture'" (p.23) by offering a comparison of a student whose parents are 
professors in Shanghai and a student whose parents are peasants from a 
village in Hunan. Haigh (2009) reiterates this point stating that 'frequently 
the cultural gap between a local community and its minorities is greater 
than that between them and its 'international' learners who often come 
from other Western nations or Westernised elites' (p.272). 
4.3.2 Multi-culturalism and multicultural-ism in academia 
Parekh (2009) draws attention to two views of multiculturalism which clash 
with each other and can produce a paradoxical situation in a 'multicultural' 
society (or organisation, such as a university) where people appear to 
welcome the concept of 'melting pot' but at the same time they reject the 
idea of 'interactive cultural diversity and single but plural composite 
culture' (p.130). Instead, some people may support the vision of 'the 
plurality of self-contained cultures', 'isolationism' and 'ghettoization', which 
offers a static view 
that every cultural community is self-contained and self-authenticating and has a 
right to live by its norms. Outsiders cannot judge or criticise it and should respect 
its autonomy. Multiculturalism, in this sense, undermines any kind of shared life 
and militates against the multicultural society itself (p.130). 
I argue that the dominant discourse in Western academia is one of 
international students as 'self-contained and self-authenticating', placing 
an accent on assimilation to local educational values with the rules and 
norms which all students need to adhere to, if they want to succeed in 
obtaining a degree. Essentially, for me this is institutional form of 
internationalisation (Turner & Robson, 2008, p.33), cold and impersonal, 
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with little place for any critique, dialogue or negotiation of the pedagogic 
approaches. The Western academy can (and often does, as I show in the 
next section) criticise and stereotype international students' practices and 
assumes a position of superiority. 
On the contrary, multicultural-ism assumes a more dynamic and creative 
interaction of cultures, which have different limitations and which influence 
each other and benefit from a dialogue. Such a dialogue 
requires that different cultures should both be respected and brought into a 
creative interplay. It challenges the hegemony of the dominant culture, exposes 
its biases and limitations, and helps create a composite culture in which they can 
see something of themselves and which they can own with pride as their 
common achievement. Multicultural-ism in this sense is open, interactive, 
dynamic and creative (Parekh, 2009, pp. 130-131). 
For me multicultural-ism is also personal (Turner & Robson, 2008, p.33), 
depending on individual world-views, commitment and relationships built 
by academics and students, rather than 'prescribed' at managerial level. 
At this personal level multicultural-ism has a transformative potential. Tian 
and Lowe (2009) suggest that 'international' should not be used as a label 
attached to foreigners arriving at HEls but rather 'used to describe those 
who emerge from such a transformative experience, whether they be 
"home" or "overseas" students' (p.662). I extend this view also to 
academics, hoping that as a result of multicultural-ism exchanges they 
may experience personal and professional transformations and become 
more 'international' as 'through gaining understanding of the Cultural 
Other one is better enabled to understand oneself, to deconstruct and 
reconstruct ... identity rather than retreating into a stereotyped, 
chauvinistic populist nationalism' (Tian & Lowe, 2009, p.663). 
Although I hear some voices supporting such a vision of higher education 
(hooks, 1994, 2003; Trahar, 2006a, 2011; Ippolito, 2007; Haigh, 2008, 
2009; Killick, 2009, 2011, Tian & Lowe, 2009; Harris, 2011), it certainly is 
not easy to achieve. One approach is to 'include content from other 
cultures, perspectives and philosophies' (Ryan, 2000, p.59). In this spirit, 
Haigh (2009) implemented explicitly multicultural elements into a 
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curriculum in order to 'embed and validate the thought of cultures other 
than Western' (p.27i). While he reported that learners responded well to 
multicultural material which was overtly added to a curriculum and where 
students' efforts were validated directly by marks, the same learners faced 
problems with a curriculum implicitly based on concept of dharma (where 
the whole design shifted the course 'from the descriptive and analytical 
modes characteristic of much Western academia and toward an 
introspective and experiential exploration of the personal self ... ', p.272). 
This design and approach to learning was entirely new to learners and 
Haigh noted that several local students felt uncomfortable with it. He 
concluded that, although it is achievable to build some small elements of 
non-Western foundation into a curriculum which can support the 
development of intercultural empathy, extending this approach to underpin 
a bigger part (or entire) curriculum can create discomfort in learners. I 
return to the topic of international ising curricula in a further discussion of 
the complexities of multicultural education (see section 4.4) but prior to 
this, I consider various perceptions of international students that 
academics may hold. 
4.3.3 The 'burden' of international students and hegemony of Western 
HE 
The international learners, once 'attracted' and recruited often are 
perceived as an extra burden, 'as sites of English language deficiencies or 
"empty vessels" to be filled up with [Western] knowledge' (Ninnes & 
Helsten, 2005, p.i0) and 'needy of support ... in a kind of deficit 
model'(Jones and Brown, 2007, p.2) due to a multiplicity of 'issues' 
ranging from language and cultural, pedagogic (unfamiliarity with local 
pedagogies and expectations, study habits and learning approaches), 
contextual (relating to classroom environment: instruction, expectations, 
participation, or rather perceived lack of it, code of conduct), social 
(isolation and loneliness, amount of contact with nationals), financial as 
well as personal (purpose of sojourn, adaptability, openness to new 
experience) (Ryan & Hellmundt, 2003; Byram & Feng, 2006; Caruana, 
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2007; Caroll & Ryan, 2005; Haigh, 2008; Kreber, 2009). Carroll and Ryan 
(2005) state that 'many lecturers, faced with unfamiliar student 
characteristics and needs, are unsure how to respond' and 'it is easiest ... 
to stick to their existing assumptions about and expectations of the "ideal 
student''' (p.5). Therefore students are often expected to adhere to local 
standards, adapt and change in order to fit in the host system - an 
expression of universities' colonializing tendencies (Cary, 2004). 
Tian and Lowe (2009) view the difficulties that foreign students face as 
'the manifestation of differential power' where students 'are placed in 
subordinate positions' (p.666) 'of inequality and marginalisation' (p.667). 
From this perspective it is not international students that are being 
problematized but Western teachers and fellow students who are viewed 
as guilty of not being able or not making an effort to 'meet half way' with 
international students. Such a situation leaves foreigners 'to find their way 
through their own efforts to as best an assim ilated position as they can 
manage' (p.665). 
The risk of lowering standards is another issue for many teachers who 
may avoid more challenging content or harder skills in their teaching for 
fear that international students may not be able to cope due to perceived 
language inefficiency. Even international postgraduate students who are 
often highly educated professionals in their home country (Trahar, 2007; 
Robinson-Pant, 2009) can be marginalised or infantilised by some 
academics (Devos, 2003) as well as other students who fail to see beyond 
the accent and the lack of native-like language fluency. Elliott's (2001, 
cited in Devos, 2003) words show how patronising some of the academics 
may sound when referring to international students: 'we've passed 
students ... whose written English approximates that of a nine year old, 
whose spoken English is so poor it cannot be understood readily in normal 
day-to-day conversation .. .' (p.161). It is a difficult issue and there are no 
simple solutions but, like Trahar (2006b), I think it is our responsibility as 
teachers to match the language we use appropriately to our students' level 
111 

Chapter Four 

(not too low so that they have a chance to expand their vocabulary and not 
too high so that we do not jeopardise their chances of understanding). 
Furthermore, many teachers lack time, resources and sometimes also 
necessary knowledge, training and experience to support increaSingly 
diverse students. Trahar (2007) recollects how her first encounters with 
international students caused her 'some considerable discomfort' (p.10), 
led to in-depth self-reflection, investigation into various pedagogical values 
and practices and moved her towards a 'diversimilarity paradigm' that 
emphasises 'the appreciation of diversity and cultural similarities' (Of or i­
Dankwa & Lane, 2000, cited in Trahar, 2007, p.15). Such a reflective, 
iterative approach could be highly beneficial to all educators, yet within a 
complex university scenario with many daily pressures and competing 
discourses there is often little space for reflection, careful consideration 
and an empathic stance, hence 'the degree of tolerance to otherness and 
different styles can dwindle quickly when teaching and learning demand 
more time, energy and patience' (Otten, 2003, p.14). 
Some writers (whose intentions are allegedly to provide guidance to both 
academics and students in order to improve international students' 
educational experience) suggest that 'the first barrier lies in the need to 
make a deliberate change of attitude about how knowledge can properly 
(sic] be handled' (Ballard, 1996, p.159, emphasis added). According to 
such views it is them - the foreign students that have to learn, adjust or 
even drastically change to survive in a strange environment with an 
assumption that what they are adjusting to what is somehow a superior or 
a 'proper' (Western) way. The question of suitability and ethicality of 
knowledge transfer remains unrecognised by many Western teachers, 
who rarely consider the issues that students may face on their return 
home, such as 'the challenge of how to adapt to, or whether to make 
changes to, their institution's established academic practices' (Robinson­
Pant, 2009, p.417). Canagarajah (2002, cited in Robinson-Pant, 2009, 
p.419) reported a conflict between a pressure to conform to the academic 
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culture of his home university and the danger of his work being rejected in 
an international context (leaving him in a position of a 'periphery 
academic'), as he realised that US standard academic practices were 'not 
just different, but superior [and central], in the global context' (p.417). His 
Sri Lankan university colleagues found his new style of academic writing 
as 'unnecessarily and unproductively contentious', using an 'authoritarian 
voice and critical stance' and 'aggressive individualism' (Western self­
centred values); yet retreating to home academic practice meant rejection 
by the 'centre' academic community. 
Cerwonka (2009) argues that 'too often the West functions as the default 
norm' (p.722) by which the East is being measured. She refers to 'the 
civilizing discourses that have long asserted the superiority of the West' 
and which create power relationships that mark Eastern scholars [and 
students] as 'regional and peripheral and ... undermine the authority of 
their knowledge claims' (p.722). Ryan and Viete (2009) explain that 
undervaluing of foreign students' knowledge and experiences is frequently 
associated with the norm of a native speaker in the English-speaking 
environment: 'nativespeakerdom' and which, according to Schmitt (2005), 
is linguistically problematic as native speaker fluency is based on the use 
of a shared set of memorised expressions (tacitly agreed on as efficient 
and expected ways of language use), not from creative use of language 
(which often distinguishes foreign students). Many teachers and assessors 
of written work may reward it 'as having academic ability or value because 
it is similar to their own', a 'fantasy' implying that 'learning is occurring 
when the learner is becoming more like the lecturer' (litowitz, 1993, cited 
in Ryan & Viete, 2009, p.305). In my recent practice as a tutor and marker 
of students' assignments I was faced with the very dilemma of whether to 
mark according to the Western script (and punish a student for non­
conformance to 'academic standards') or recognise a different scholarly 
tradition (by rewarding a highly creative, philosophically advanced essay 
that excelled in comparison with all other students' work). A native double­
marker was highly critical of this work while I was torn inside, knowing that 
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if this essay was referenced accordingly to local standards and written in a 
more detached, 'objective' way (see discussion in chapter 1), it would 
have been given a high grade. Although, as a result of the markers' 
negotiation, the student passed, the grade was low and the student's 
being was 'shattered', deeply affecting her confidence and self-esteem. It 
left me with a bitter aftertaste of powerlessness and injustice and a 
reflection, in line with Schmitt's (2005) suggestion, that 'as our stUdent 
body internationalises, we may also need to consider whether it is the 
academy that needs to shift its views of what constitutes good writing' 
(p.66). 
The power of Anglo-American universities is expressed through this 
'nativespeakerdom' 'as cultural colonialisation and the displacement of 
other languages in education and research and displacement of the 
intellectual traditions they support' (Marginson, 2006, p.25; Cerwonka, 
2009). Marginson (2006) discusses a theoretical possibility of languages, 
other than English, becoming 'alternative global mediums' which is not 
being realised due to relentless reproduction of 'the hegemony and 
homogeneity of English'. He claims that 
The bedrock assumption of English-language universities is that native English 
speakers have little to learn in other languages. Along with the global hegemony 
of universities in the English-speaking nations comes global insularity, a 
blindness to other languages and other cultures embedded in them, regardless of 
the immense richness these entail' (p.37). 
The positioning of foreign students as inferior and 'empty vessels' (Ninnes 
& Helsten, 2005, p.1 0) not only does not recognise the cultural richness 
they bring with them but also is accompanied by the discourse of 'decline 
of academic standards' as a result of the internationalisation of higher 
education (Devos, 2003, p.156). Devos analysed a public media textual 
representation of 'the western "will to power" over others, 'which is often 
related to the material realities of political and economic domination which 
constitute colonialism, imperialism and neo-colonialism' (p.157). Such 
depiction of foreign students led Devos to pose a question of whether 
international students are 'also the "colonial subjects" of/for our times' 
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(p.158). This question occupied an important space in my reflection on the 
often assumed superiority of Western 'world class' education (typically 
British and American, Deem, Mok & Lucas, 2008). Gustavson and Osman 
(1997) explain that such beliefs are deeply rooted in 
a relativisation of Western culture which, in its claims to represent the broadly 
humane, has, for centuries, oppressed, dominated and almost destroyed large 
parts of the populations of the earth and trampled down its diversity of cultures. 
This fact is easily forgotten by all essentialists who in Western cultural inheritance 
only see the good, the right and the beautiful. The dominating, oppressive and 
destructive side of Western culture is concealed in such a perspective 
(Gustavsson & Osman, 1997, p.183). 
It is easy to see how discourses of superiority and hegemony can lead to 
stereotypical misconceptions about the (inferior) learning orientations and 
behaviours of international students that some Western colleagues hold. 
Biggs sketched an over-exaggerated list of deficits (below) to make a pOint 
of, perhaps not always so obvious, stereotypical judgements: 
• 	 'They rote learn and lack critical thinking skills.' 
• 	 'They are passive; they won't talk in the class.' 
• 	 'They don't understand what plagiarism means.' 
• 	 'They stick together ... won't mix with the locals.' 
• 	 'They tend to look on lecturers as close to gods.' (Biggs, 1999, cited 
in De Vita, 2007, p.156). 
De Vita (2007) comments on Bigg's efforts as a 'laudable intention to pull 
the rug from under the feet of those teachers who, by viewing other 
academic cultural traditions as inferior products, use these generalisations 
as an excuse to perpetuate ineffective and ethnocentric teaching 
practices' (p.156). 
4.3.4 Complexities of teaching and leading in different cultural contexts 
Although the above mentioned stereotypical conceptions about 
international students' approaches to learning are unjust, often subject to 
misinterpretation and exaggeration, there is no denying that there are 
differences in conceptualisations of learning and teaching across cultures. 
In chapter 1 I have explained my choice of the sample in terms of 
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concentrating on participants who came from four cultural backgrounds. I 
provided some evidence for the cultural differences that stem from 
different socio-historical, economic and political contexts and inform 
cultural values and philosophical traditions. In this section I concentrate 
specifically on pedagogic practice within these four cultures. 
The literature on learning in various cultures is vast and it is impossible to 
review and present concisely everything that has been written about every 
culture that students come from (or even the four cultures on which my 
research concentrates). Therefore I briefly comment here on some 
conceptions of different approaches to and beliefs about learning and 
teaching, which 'when comprehended, can promote understanding and 
respect between individuals and different groups ... [and] learning from 
ways unlike one's own' (Tweed & Lehman, 2002, p.90). 
There is a plethora of literature which concentrates on learning values 
associated with Confucian Heritage Cultures (CHC) - a term used to refer 
to China (including Hong Kong and Taiwan), Japan, Korea and Singapore 
where Confucian values are prevalent to varying degrees (Hi, 1991; Biggs, 
1996). Nisbett (2005) argues that the philosophies and achievements of 
the ancient Chinese and ancient Greeks 'were remarkably different, as 
were the social structures and conceptions of themselves' (p.1) and these 
still exert influence on ideas and educational practices in education (Jin & 
Cortazzi, 1998). Therefore it comes as no surprise that the Confucian 
culture of learning is often presented in contrast to the Socratic culture of 
learning (Watkins, 2000; Tweed & Lehman, 2002) in a dichotomous way 
that divides the East from the West. Tweed and Lehman (2002) in their 
analysis of the differences between those two cultures of learning 
formulate a framework which emphasises effort-focussed conceptions of 
learning, pragmatic orientations to learning, and acceptance of 
behavioural reform as an academic goal' (Confucian culture of learning) as 
opposed to 'overt and private questioning, expression of personal 
hypotheses and a desire for self-directed tasks' (Socratic-oriented 
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learning, p.93). They highlight that most of research comparing Western 
and Eastern learners utilises Marton and Saljo's (1976) distinction 
between deep and surface approaches to learning, with a tendency to 
perceive Eastern (especially South Asian) approaches as shallow, overly 
instrumental and reproductive, based on memorisation and not 
encouraging 'deep understanding' (Kember &Gow, 1991; Biggs, 1996; 
Kennedy, 2002), which leads to a stereotypical and essentialist depiction 
of learners as presented in the section above. Yet this is not an accurate 
reflection of the Confucian culture of learning, in which students treat 
memorization as a path (and pre-requisite) to understanding (Kember, 
1996,2001; Montgomery, 2010). Memorization and understanding cannot 
be seen as mutually exclusive but rather as interlocking processes and a 
purely mechanical memorization needs to be distinguished from 
memorization with understanding - 'deep memorization' (Tang, 1994, cited 
in Montgomery, 2010), which can be seen as a way of retaining what has 
already been understood. The conceptualisation of memorization not as 
rote, surface learning but as an aid in understanding and consolidation of 
knowledge can cast some light on the so called 'Chinese paradox' (Marton 
&Trigwell, 2000). Watkins and Biggs (2001) explain that there are two 
aspects of this paradox. Firstly, students from CHCs often out-perform 
(especially in maths and science) their Western peers, despite their 
alleged 'surface' approaches to learning and secondly, in studies involving 
Chinese high achieving students' memorization appeared to be used in a 
way that led to high level of understanding (Watkins & Biggs, 2001; 
Montgomery, 2010). 
The disregard for memorization and learning many facts was brought to 
my attention not only by the literature on East Asian students but also by 
Central East European students in this study, who questioned the amount 
of knowledge being transferred from teachers to learners in the CEE 
systems of education and were highly critical of this 'encyclopaedic' 
knowledge, 'passive' learning and 'teacher-centeredness' (see chapters 7 
and 8 for examples and further discussion). It seemed that the encounters 
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with a different context and system of education evoked their criticism of 
learning approaches still prevalent in their home educational 
environments. While I understood how new ways of learning and the focus 
on more practical knowledge could be attractive, I questioned students' 
disregard for the sound base of factual knowledge they received, which I 
speculated to be one of the factors in their good achievement in the UK 
(Jankowska, 2010). Here, I believe, is just one of many examples of a 
difference in approaches to learning, which, when comprehended, may 
help enhance the practices of all students: Eastern drawing more on 
practical aspects and Western acknowledging that broad, general, well 
memorized knowledge can be a solid foundation for further learning and 
understanding. 
Moreover, as Fasokun, Katahoire and Oduran (2005) suggest, in African 
oral traditions, where access to resources is limited, rote learning plays an 
important role in acquiring and passing on knowledge from generation to 
generation and in a variety of ways (poetry, storytelling, riddles and 
folklore). An accurate transmission of knowledge, which relies on a highly 
developed memory is crucial, perhaps much more than in the Western 
societies where most students have easy access to resources, including 
Internet and therefore there is no need to 'hold' all the facts in memory. 
Although the literature concentrates heavily on CHC students in 
comparison with 'Western' students and it is more difficult to find studies 
on African and CEE students' approaches to learning, through my 
conversations with students and reflection on my own experiences, I 
realised that there are some commonalities in these systems of education, 
such as teacher-centered ness , respect for authority, facts and heavy 
transmission of knowledge from a teacher to learners. In the UK, however, 
the onus is more on self-directed, autonomous learning in a more student­
centred environment, where teacher is not seen as an ultimate expert and 
a figure of unquestionable authority, but more as facilitator/enabler of the 
learning process. 
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While this Western 'learner-cantered' pedagogy encourages students to 
participate through talking and active involvement, in contrast, CHC 
pedagogy is often cited as an example of a teacher- and 'more cognitive­
centred' approach, where a 'learning-listening' approach is more favoured 
(Jin & Cortazzi, 1998, p.744). Being active in the Chinese classroom, as 
Jin and Cortazzi (1995) explain, is about 'cognitive involvement, lesson 
preparation, reflection and review, thinking, memorisation and self-study' 
(p.71). Moreover, Tweed and Lehman (2002) point out that Chinese 
students view effort as central to the learning process much more than 
their Western peers. Hence academic achievement in China is attributed 
more to effort put into organised studies (the harder and longer you work, 
the more you achieve), while in the USA, for instance, it is often attributed 
to less controllable factors, such as having an inherent ability (intelligence, 
aptitude) or having a good teacher (Hau & Salili, 1991; Stevenson, Chen & 
Lee, 1993; Stevenson & Stigler, 1992, cited in Tweed & Lehman, 2002). 
This can be attributed to a strong sense of social responsibility, not just for 
oneself but for important others or even society as a whole: 'within a 
network of mutual obligations, the debt to the family is as tangible as a 
bank loan and needs to be paid off (Kennedy, 2002, p.432) as 'ultimately, 
accomplishments are on behalf of the family's well-being and reputation ... 
[their] social and economic insurance ... today's child is tomorrow's 
ancestor' (Pratt, 1999, cited in Kennedy, 2002, p.432). This achievement­
focussed approach can also be linked to a more pragmatic and utilitarian 
orientation to learning in CHC, where education is viewed as a means to 
an end. As Tweed and Lehman (2002) suggest this can be contrasted with 
the Western philosophical ideas that 'learning should be its own end and 
that education loses meaning if focussed on an extrinsic goal' (p.95). Yet, I 
would argue that with the discourses of employability and competitiveness 
gaining a lot more currency in the UK (see chapter 3) and other Western 
countries a learner's interest in learning is shifted towards a more 

utilitarian orientation as well. 
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Moreover, for CHC learners a concept of "'face" (mien-tzu) - having status 
in front of others' (Kennedy, 2002, p.431) is particularly important. As 
Kennedy explains 'blowing your own trumpet' and taking other learners' 
time to express independent judgements is seen as egoistic and selfish 
and 'there is a strong pressure to conform and act in the interest of the 
group. Compromise, moderation and the maintenance of harmonious 
relationships are encouraged, individualism and self-assertion 
discouraged' (p.431). Therefore students are not encouraged to speak out, 
to question in front of others and to challenge or criticise (especially the 
teacher) - doing so would mean risking being wrong and losing face as 
you should 'honour the hierarchy first, your vision of the truth second' 
(Bond, 1992, cited in Kennedy, 2002, p.431). This however, does not 
mean that CHC students do not question and do not think critically. While 
Western learners tend to question early in the process of learning in line 
with an idea that 'doubt shows that one is independent from others ... 
[hence] the ideal type of thinking is that which doubts and evaluates 
others' thinking and generates new ideas' (Tweed & Lehman, 2002, p.95), 
CHC learners locate the questioning and criticising at the end of the 
learning process. Pratt and Wong (1999, cited in Tweed & Lehman, 2002) 
found that Chinese learners first memorize, then try to understand and 
only after that think of application and questioning and modifying. 
Questioning prior to knowledge gain is not a part of good learning; it can 
only come after acquisition of knowledge and not in a way that threatens 
or challenges 'face'. Therefore, frequently reported CHC learners' 
reluctance to participate in classroom discussions, viewed by the 
Westerners in a deficit way, in fact cannot be treated as a sign of lack of 
engagement or 'passive learning' as 'the Confucian learner must actively 
work to acquire, understand and apply essential concepts coming mainly 
from outside the self (Tweed & Lehman, 2002, p.96). 
I have sketched here some differences in approaches to teaching and 
learning, which may be blamed for stereotypical, misleading 
conceptualisation of international students as passive, rote learners, 
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relying on lecturers and treating them 'as close to gods' and struggling to 
become independent, critical and outspoken individuals capable of 
questioning and challenging others' ideas. However, as Montgomery 
(2010) offers 
The suggestion that Chinese students' approaches to learning in a Higher 
Education context abroad are entirely governed by Confucian Heritage Cultures 
is similar to the suggestion that British students respond to educational 
environments in the way that they do because of their Celtic heritage, because of 
Shakespeare or because of the influence of learning traditions from the 
Enlightment era' (p.33). 
Cultures are not static or frozen in the past. Each system of education is 'a 
complex, dynamic phenomenon, comprising a multiplicity of beliefs and 
practices' (Grimshaw, 2007, p.303) and social, political and economic 
factors contribute to this complexity. As I explained in chapter 3, cultures 
have 'blurred boundaries', they 'flow, change, intermingle, cut across and 
through one another' (Holliday et ai, 2004, p.4) and learners' attitudes, 
values and behaviours change in different contexts and as a result of 
various experiences. Dichotomous, static approaches to cultures of 
learning, often presented in the literature, disregard this powerful role of 
the learning context and students' ability to respond to it as well as ever 
evolving nature of ai' cultures. Yet, thinking about different 
conceptualisations of learning and teaching can be useful in 
understanding some real issues that many foreign students face when 
they transit between two, often very different, ways of learning and being 
in the world. 
Louie (2005) recognises that being away from a familiar environment can 
free us but at the same time evoke a sense of insecurity as 'cultural 
baggage' is like a 'safety net', which both restricts us and stops us from 
falling. Cutting off some of the ties without falling is not an easy task and 
'involves understanding both host culture and home culture and how they 
can be both beneficial and harmful' (p.23). Hence ignoring disparate 
beliefs and values cannot create a space for open, honest exchange, 'a 
robust dialogue' in which we can ask 'sensitive questions ... that can often 
be avoided because they can be embarrassing, but are so crucial to ask if 
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we are to deepen our understanding of those different backgrounds and 
contexts' (Trahar, 2011, p.7). Being more explicit about our own practices 
(Carroll, 2005) and allowing space to talk about the issues that students 
grapple with, their ways of knowing and being, their feelings could validate 
them as learners (Baxter Magolda, 2001) and create opportunities for 
'dynamic' intercultural dialogue, a space of mUlticultural-ism (Parekh, 
2009) and a critical pedagogical restructuring, not of what education 
should be, but of what it might be' (Harris, 2011, p.218). 
Without such opportunities, as Wu (2002) and Tian and Lowe (2009) 
report in their studies of Chinese learners, many students may feel 
inadequate, marginalised, infantile, undermined and uncomfortable, not 
knowing exactly how to behave and left to absorb cultural differences as if 
by osmosis, especially 'in the face of perceived [by many international 
students] indifference or hostility from the host community' (Tian & Lowe, 
2009, p.672). Insufficient support can lead to traumatic, rather than 
enhancing, learning experiences as students cannot explore and 
experiment in an environment which does not seem to be safe and 
welcoming. Sullivan and Johns (2002) describe such experiences as 
identity-threatening and state that 
on a psychological level, dangerous teaching, which might be defined as that 
which threatens personal and social identity beyond the capacity to benefit from a 
challenge, is thought to invoke defence strategies that not only prevent the 
individual from engaging in the learning opportunity on offer but which actually 
promote resistance to it (p.221). 
In such unfavourable circumstances stUdents' fear of failure can increase 
drastically. Carroll and Ryan (2005) observe that international students 
often are acutely aware of the high expectations family and friends have 
for their success and this, together with the need to cope with everyday 
issues (without their usual support systems) can lead to considerable 
stress and even mental health issues. 
It is not surprising that, in the face of competing discourses of 
marketization and increased reliance of universities on income from 
international recruitment on one hand and problematisation of international 
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students on the other, public debate often depicts the ambivalence that 
universities feel towards these students. As Devos (2003) puts it: 
For many, international students are simultaneously a source of contempt (for 
their inadequate English language skills), resentment (that we have to accept 
them at all) and paradoxically, anxiety ("will they like us [and tell their friends to 
come and study here so that I still have a job]?") (p.164). 
In such complex circumstances, Carroll and Ryan (2005) argue, the 
challenge is to address both the needs of teachers and students by not 
'doing more' but rather 'by viewing the problem differently' (p.5), not in the 
rhetoric of blame and deficiency that can ignore other epistemologies, 
maintain knowledge hegemony and serve international business and 
capitalism, rather than the students' needs (Ninnes, 1999) but in the 
rhetoric of resource (Tian and Lowe, 2009). 
4.3.5 Shifts in conceptualisation of an international student and 
internationalisation 
Devos (2003) argues that there are 'multiple stories or discourses about 
internationalisation, which have currency at a particular time and place, 
and which intersect and are reinforced through institutional and other 
forms of cultural practices' (p.158). Since I have embarked on my PhD 
journey I have witnessed a gradual shift in the literature and discussions 
among colleagues from a problematisation of international students to 
more concerned and 'considered voices, the dialogical voices, the 
polyphonic voices, the critically reflective conversations ... ' (Trahar, 2006b, 
p.31) that turn away from blaming international students for their deficits 
and the amount of engagement required of staff to help them overcome 
these. 
Carroll and Ryan (2005), for example, promote a metaphor of 'canaries in 
the mine' (p.9), referring to the times when canaries were being taken 
underground to monitor the quality of air (if they died the miners knew they 
were at risk as well). The argument is that international students need 
more 'air' than local students and that their difficulties and struggles are 
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more visible, highlighting issues in the system, which may also be 
problematic to other students. By drawing our attention to such problems 
international students may necessitate improvements from which all 
students can benefit. They also explain that: 
By helping international students to be on an equal footing with other students, by 
helping them to learn and demonstrate their ability in appropriate ways, we do not 
need to lower standards. Indeed international students are often amongst our 
highest achievers once they 'learn the rules' and there is little difference in their 
progress rates (DEST, 2004, cited in Carroll &Ryan, 2005, p.8). 
Grey (2002) questions the perceived concentration of research on how 
international students can be 'enabled' to succeed academically and 
suggests that scholars should launch an inquiry into how foreign students 
contribute to curricular enhancements. This shift towards regarding foreign 
students more as positive contributors than only as 'needy of support' is 
evident in more recent discussions. Jones (2007), for instance, suggests 
that 
International students are now seen to be at the heart of the University and a 
valuable source of cultural capital. They help to provide the means of delivering 
the [internationalisation] strategy in that, amongst other things, they add to the 
diversity of the institution and offer focal points of themed activities, such as 
events celebrating particular cultures (pp.2S-6). 
In this spirit intercultural communication and learning, as Tian and Lowe 
(2009) highlight, 'is a two-way process that demands movement from both 
sides and is of benefit to both sides' (p.672), particularly in a personally 
transformative model of internationalisation. This may lead to portraying 
foreign students as messengers of different ideas and ways of being in the 
world, bringing not only income but also a breeze of freshness (Carroll & 
Ryan, 2005), enhancing 'the global perspectives of all students and staff 
(Jones, 2007, pp.25-6) and challenging the dominant discourses. In this 
approach, diversity is welcomed and celebrated and international students' 
ways of knowing are brought to the fore. However, this also bears a 

danger of depicting cultural values and perspectives in a way that 

reinforces stereotypes and constructs other cultures as static (Guest, 

2002) or 'exotic' (Haigh, 2009, p.271), highlighting the 'otherness', for 
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example, Welikala recollects a feeling that what was perceived as 
philosophy in her own country 'is theatre in the host country' (2011, p.11). 
I have wondered whether it is international students that require attention 
or whether it is the hegemony of a Western system with its approach to 
international students as 'colonial subjects' (Devos, 2003, p.158) that 
needs to be questioned even further. With this in mind, I considered 
Yang's (2002) question whether we should' ... look at universities as key 
sites of struggle, where local knowledge meets global knowledge in a 
battle to represent different worlds in different ways?' (p.85, emphasis 
added). Perhaps, instead of concentrating on students' problems or 
'deficits' it is time we included different knowledge and accounted for 
different ways of knowing, not as 'exotic' but a healthy variety. Therefore, 
teachers have to rise to a challenge of not only becoming intercultural 
learners but also 'managers of intercultural learning environments' (Leask, 
2007). 
Haigh (2008,2009) suggests that it is local, stay-at-home students (and, I 
add, academics) who are not prepared for the internationalisation of 
curricula and pedagogic approaches that are different as their 
'expectations are limited by local tradition and [they] may resist the 
intrusion of outside ways of doing things' (2009, p.271). International 
stUdents are already dealing with cultural diversity: they have crossed 
many boundaries, often speak more than one language, had to adapt to 
an unfamiliar culture and gained different perspectives by operating in 
socially and culturally diverse environments. Hence, 'most international 
students are already advanced learners, while many "stay-at-home" 
students are still novices' (Haigh, 2008, p,433). Haigh (ibid) goes even 
further, suggesting that this may 'signal either ignorance or apathy to 
"Otherness"', an example of a far reached and unfair statement 
(representing the other end of spectrum of views about international and 
home students). Nonetheless, I welcome Haigh's (2008, 2009) 
suggestions and practical efforts in internationalising curriculum as 
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refreshing and a sign of a shift in, what I view to be, the appropriate 
direction, where: 
the chief challenge is to remove notion that ideas from non-Western traditions are 
"exotic" and to establish them as normal ... , to develop courses and curricula 
that embed and validate the thought of cultures other than the Western and 
present them to local learners without making them seem exhibits in a museum 
(Haigh, 2009, p.271). 
I also embrace Barnett's belief that 'a university cannot, with dignity, retain 
the title of "university" unless it upholds the collective virtues of tolerance 
and respect for persons' (Barnett, 2000, p. 27). University, in my view, has 
potential and should strive to become a site of multicultural-ism (Parekh, 
2009), where internationalisation is not viewed only as a means of bringing 
large numbers of international students or building collaborative links 
around the globe, but as an opportunity that provides benefits not only for 
learners but also staff and wider communities (Montgomery, 2010; Jones 
&Killick, 2007; Killick, 2007a, 2009; Trahar & Hyland, 2011). In the 
Foreword to the UK government strategy Putting the World into Wor/d­
Class Education we read: 
Developing and maintaining a world-class system begins with understanding the 
world in which we live: the values and cultures of different societies; the ways in 
which we are increasingly dependent upon one another ... One cannot truly 
educate young people ... without the international dimension being a very 
significant and real part of their learning (DfES, 2004, p.2 emphasis added). 
Hence internationalisation can be aligned with the integration of 
'international, intercultural, or global dimension into the purpose, or 
delivery of higher education' (Knight, 2008), 'with an ethos of mutuality and 
practices geared at strengthening cooperation' (Kreber, 2009, p.2) and 
viewed much more positively as a means of increasing the quality of 
education for 'planetary citizenship' (Haigh, 2008) and preparing stUdents 
to 'function in an international and inter-cultural context' (Knight & de Wit, 
1995, p.13). Haigh (2008) proposes that a good approach from which to 
build is to assume that most students are international (p.432) and I 
suggest making a similar assumption about teachers. 
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It is still early days and all these positive shifts in thinking about 
international students and internationalisation require time and effort, for 
change is a slow process and there are still many issues to resolve. But 
one can remain optimistic as long as there are colleagues who question 
and critically review our progress, who listen to students' stories of 
'courage, developing new knowledge, learning to survive and thrive in 
different contexts, having one's perceptions challenged - and challenging 
those of others' (Trahar, 2011, p.5), who are response-able, acting 
ethically, sensitively and empathically (Preston-Shoot, 2012) and who 
advocate 'culturally relevant' (Ladson-Billings, 1995) pedagogy that 
centres on prinCiples of learning as a socially constructed and complex 
activity and is respectful of students' knowledge and experiences. 
4.4 'Culturally relevant' pedagogy 
My discussion so far has presented education in an increasingly diverse 
environment as an intrinsically complex enterprise, fraught with challenges 
of competing discourses and 'the range and variety of missions' among 
which 'seeking to intellectually enfranchise an increasing variety of people' 
(Turner, 2009, p.240) is only one of many that HEls attempt. In such an 
environment, 'the opportunities offered by a diverse educational context 
are not self-evident and self-fulfilling in terms of ... intercultural 
competence' (Otten, 2003, p.13). In this section I turn to concepts of 
pedagogies which are 'culturally relevant' (Ladson-Billings, 1992, 1995), 
involve 'connection' (Cadman, 2005) and provide 'third space' (Kostogriz, 
2005, cited in Ryan & Viete, 2009; Trahar & Hyland, 2011). These 
concepts, although perhaps not explicitly, bring hope for 'places of 
possibility' (hooks, 2003) and change in academia. Robinson-Pant (2009) 
explains the idea of 'changing academies' 
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opposes the view taken by many students and lecturers that 'home' and 'host' 
universities are static and polarised in terms of their pedagogic approaches and 
academic cultures. Much literature on international students tends to assume 
differences between 'us' and 'them' ... implying that there is one academic 
practice to which students must adjust ... , rather than competing academic 
discourses within both host and home institutions (p.418). 
I believe that teaching and learning in diverse contexts requires 
commitment to cultural awareness (or willingness to develop it) both from 
teachers and learners, as well as readiness to change through dialogue, 
questioning and challenging each other's assumptions and practices in a 
respectful, open way. 
In this spirit, Cadman (2005) proposes 'a pedagogy of connection', which 
involves changing classroom practices from 'hierarchical teacher-learner 
relationship' and calls for 'the formation of a community of international 
scholars, one of whom is an English language experf (p.357). Although I 
regard this as a positive proposition in the direction of minimizing teacher's 
'power' and creating a more egalitarian classroom environment in which 
different ways of knowing are drawn from and celebrated, I also recognise 
that in a diverse classroom the one who is 'an English language expert' is 
not necessarily a teacher (in fact, there may be no native English speakers 
in some of the classrooms) and that teaching and learning dynamics may 
change if the majority of students share similar backgrounds or pedagogic 
traditions (for example, predominantly Chinese or Indian cohorts became 
more pronounced in some postgraduate courses at the UoB in recent 
years). Therefore, it is perhaps better to assume and build from a position 
'that most students [and teachers] are international' (Haigh, 2008, p.432) 
and bring with them myriad values, beliefs, knowledge and ways of 
knowing. Acknowledging it is the first step to build a 'culturally relevant 
pedagogy' which 'teaches to and through the strengths of ethnically 
diverse students' (Gay, 2000, p.29) and which 'empowers students 
intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural 
referents to impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes' (Ladson-Billings, 1992, 
p.382). 
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However, Turner (2009) warns that 'much of the pedagogical context 
framing [educational discussions] is also culturally rooted, resting on social 
constructions of student participation that privilege individual development 
but are neither accepted nor practiced universally' (p.241). Ladson-Billings 
(2003) highlighted the inseparability of examining diversity from examining 
epistemology as 'how one views the world is influenced by what 
knowledge one possesses, and what knowledge one is capable of 
possessing is influenced deeply by one's worldview' (p.399). Academics' 
beliefs and assumptions influence also their teaching practices, 
sometimes negatively, as Arenas (2009) points out, and international 
students 'can help us to hold up a mirror to ourselves to identify and reflect 
upon our own teaching and learning practices and the beliefs that have 
shaped them' (TIS, 2012, para 8). Having a clear understanding of our 
own cultural identity, which requires us to 'engage in critical scrutiny of our 
own values and practices in academic "conversation'" (Ryan & Viete, 
2009, p.305) is essential if we are to aim for more 'generative and 
equitable' pedagogy (ibid). Ryan and Viete (2009) call for a 'third-space 
pedagogy' (a term borrowed from Kostogriz, 2005, cited in Ryan & Viete, 
2009), which 
involves dynamic processes of growth and change, where we can learn from 
each other through the collision, discussion and reflection of our myriad 
experiences ... [and which] would help us understand the impact of our 
positioning as teachers and learners with different linguistic, cultural, disciplinary 
and experiential knowledge, and on our sense of ourselves in relation to others 
as writers, knowers and professionals (p.305). 
The 'third space pedagogy', and its example in the form of the Teaching 
International Students' Project (TIS, 2012), calls universities to avoid 
'problematising' international students in a way that expects them to 
change and adjust to the new educational system and instead asks how 
the context can better fit diverse students' learning needs. It treats 
students as 'bearers of culture' (as opposed to 'bearers of problems') and 
'an asset to teachers who want to internationalise their pedagogy and 
curriculum' (TIS, 2012, para 7) for all students. It requires 'fundamental 
shifts in the ways that teaching and learning is mediated, including through 
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dialogic interactions that are shared, respectful, and multivoiced' (Ryan & 
Viete, 2009, p.305). Failing to provide such 'third-space' which 
acknowledges, respects and connects to students' experiences and 
perspectives often results, as Baxter Magolda (2001) argues, in students 
perceiving education 'as "not made for them'" and such 'hostile learning 
environments created by marginalisation of particular students interfere 
with learning' (p.234). 
Notions of 'culturally relevant' and 'third-space' pedagogy do not suggest 
one, specific pedagogic approach. For me, culturally inclusive approaches 
to teaching and learning are not just about a set of teaching methods, 
having more intercultural group activities or more culturally diverse 
'content', although I take seriously Haigh's (2009) point that 'although 
many classes emerge as a cosmopolitan mix, curricula remain Western 
and in the United Kingdom, British to the core' (p.272) and acknowledge 
that more work is needed to internationalise them. The concept of 
'culturally relevant' pedagogy lies on the principles 'that knowledge is 
continuously re-created, recycled, and shared by teachers and students 
alike' (Ladson-Billings, 1994, p.25) and that the self is central to 
knowledge construction and therefore learning should involve 'exploration 
of learners' experiences and perspectives, integration of views among 
learners, analysis of existing knowledge from new perspectives, and 
sharing authority - all dynamics that make pedagogy far more complicated 
than it has traditionally been (Baxter Magolda, 2001, p.236). Through an 
open and critical approach to curriculum, willingness to reflect on, 
understand and embrace different ways of knowing (Cruickshank, 2004) 
and continuous re-negotiation of how culturally relevant HE environments 
could look like we can perhaps come closer to HE as a site of 'the deeply 
personal transformative possibilities' (Ryan & Viete, 2009, p.308). Like 
Ryan and Viete (ibid), through my personal experiences, findings of this 
research and several years of discussions with students, academics and 
immigrants, I have become acutely aware of life transforming changes that 
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living and studying abroad can evoke (discussed in section 4.5 and 
chapters 7 & 8). Yet these experiences can also have 
int~nse impact ... o~ ~ne's sense of identity. From being previously competent, 
a~lculate, a~d sop.hlstlcated st~dents we suffered the tribulations of struggling 
with suc~ minor things as bus timetables and more significant difficulties such as 
re~pondlng to lecturers in rudimentary ways that belied our true capabilities. Our 
minds ~earned f~r self-expression, for the sense of 'connectedness' that Cadman 
and Hal (2001) discuss as being central to positive learning (Ryan &Viete 2009 
p.308). ' , 
Hence, it is important to remember that 'transformative possibilities' often 
come with a price attached and are fraught with challenges, described 
below. 
4.4.1 Challenges and opportunities of culturally relevant pedagogy 
Ladson-Billings (1994) highlights that in order to take advantage of the 
possibilities that 'culturally relevant pedagogy' can offer all students must 
feel valued and experience success. However, it is not easy to experience 
success in a situation where one struggles to find her way in a strange and 
perhaps unwelcoming, if not hostile, environment. Before students tame a 
new environment, re-compose themselves and 'come to stand anew in the 
world' (Barnett, 2007, p.31) many may experience losing voice in a way 
that Hoffman (1989) so pOignantly recalls: 
The worst losses come at night ... I wait for the spontaneous flow of inner 
language which used to be my night time talk with myself, my way of informing 
the ego where the id had been. Nothing comes. Polish, in a short time, has 
atrophied, shrivelled from sheer uselessness. Its words don't apply to my new 
experiences; they are not coeval with any of the objects, or faces, or the very air I 
breathe in the daytime. In English, words have not penetrated to those layers of 
the psyche from which a private conversation could proceed. This interval before 
sleep used to be the time when my mind became both receptive and alert, when 
images and words rose up to consciousness, reiterating what had happened 
during the day, adding the day's experiences to those already stored there, . 
spinning out the thread of my personal story. Now this picture-and-wor~ sho~ IS 
gone; the thread has been snapped. I have no interio~ I~nguage, and Without It 
interior images _ those images through which we aSSimilate the external world, 
through which we take it in, love it, make it our own - became blurred too 
(Hoffman, 1989, pp107-108). 
In my research and informal encounters I held conversations with some 
foreign students who believed they remained unchanged, some who felt 
negatively affected (excluded, misunderstood or even bullied ­
experiences which affected their confidence and self-worth) and some 
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who talked about positive, transformative experience of living and studying 
in a different culture (see chapters 7 & 8). As Crowther, Joris and Otten 
(2000) observe, although 'the "real life" experience of cultural diversity is 
without a doubt the most involving form of learning ... the contact­
hypothesis (intercultural learning will occur automatically whenever people 
meet long and intensely enough) has proven to be wrong in many cases' 
(p.15). Research (McKinlay, Pattison & Gross, 1996; UKCOSA, 2004; 
Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006; Caruana, 2007) shows that some students 
come to live and study in another country, yet they remain positioned 
within the close-knit circle of same nationality friends, rarely interacting 
with home or even other international students. This may be due to either 
intentional choice (preference to stay within in-group for support, pressure 
to be 'loyal' to one's own culture or even fear of being 'infected' with 
foreign values and treated as 'a traitor' (Liu, 1998, cited in Bredelia, 2003) 
or an unfortunate set of circumstances, such as for example difficulties in 
finding work (Mehdizadeh & Scott, 2005) or not having enough to live on 
(UKCOSA, 2004), which limit the amount of social interactions. Among 
those students who make contact, encountering the difference can 
instigate a critical reflection on their own cultural values and beliefs, teach 
about partiality of perspectives and remind how difficult it is not to impose 
one's own interpretations onto others (Shope, 2005). Yet, this critical 
reflection may not always have positive outcomes. Alred (2003), Turner 
(2006) and Luzio-Lockett (1998) indicated that, for instance, reflection on 
one's language proficiency or academic ability may have a negative 
impact on students' self-esteem. Some students' ' ... journey ... involved 
considerable suffering and enforced personal reflection in ways that 
tended to undermine confidence and, for some, the ability to move forward 
effectively' (Turner, 2006, pAD). 
Being unable to express oneself in a host language is an initial, stressful 
and commonly shared reaction to living and studying in a foreign country 
(Luzio-Lockett, 1998; Alred, 2003; Carroll & Ryan, 2005; Schmitt, 2005; 
Turner, 2006; Trahar, 2006a; Ryan & Viete, 2009; TIS, 2012) which can 
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leave an individual 'truly disabled and bereft' (van Deurzen, 1996, p.S7). 
Yet, simply speaking a language is 'not enough to ensure acceptance and 
belonging in a learning community' (Ryan & Viete, 2009, p.306), even if a 
student is a native speaker or proficient in a language of a host institution 
(accent and differences in expression may mark him as 'different'). Trahar 
(2006a) reports her disappointment upon learning that one of the British 
students in her study judged international students' intellectual abilities by 
the way they pronounced words. In my experience, this is a common issue 
and I myself often feel being judged by my accent and my nationality and 
therefore find it easier and more effective to express myself in writing. 
Studies repeatedly report that, despite a pronounced argument for no such 
thing as a standard English language (Kramsch, 1998; Montgomery, 2010) 
- ironically referred to as 'English for the English' by Stevens (2003) - and 
students' best intentions and efforts to take part in class discussions (and 
extra-curricular activities), their attempts are often dismissed by others not 
making effort to understand different accents, clumsy expressions or not 
ready to venture into unfamiliar territory that a conversation may enter 
(Ryan, 2005; Trahar, 2006a; Turner, 2006; Caruana, 2007; Tian & Lowe, 
2009; Montgomery, 2010; TIS, 2012). 
Yet, taking part in discussions is essential for international students 
(Gupta, 2003). Aside from its role in improving the language, dialoguing 
with others is a means to opening not only to the 'otherness' in them but 
also in self, to, often unconscious, aspects of oneself. To be intercultural, 
as Kristeva (1991) asserts, is to be a 'stranger to ourselves', as well as 
others. It 
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presupposes a capacity to take a third-person perspective on the self so that one 

c~n r~flect on h.ow one's actions and attitudes have affected the othe; and the 

sltua~lon. '" This penetration [between self and the other] is never only an 

openmg t~ward the other's experience and reality. It signals a willingness to see 

an~ question as assumptions one's most cherished attitudes: the core of our own 

beliefs, approaches and commitments (Watkins, 1999, p.255-6). 

My research provided ample evidence for students' self-questioning and 
becoming more self-aware, which, in turn, often led to challenging their 
own cultural assumptions. 
Alred (2003) asserts that 'a pedagogy of intercultural experience' should 
'provide opportunities and provocations and support to look inside as well 
as outside' (p.15, emphasis added). However, dialoguing with others and 
with self requires a skilful introduction in a safe environment and practice 
(Watkins, 1999; Hughes, 2005; Ryan & Viete, 2009). It requires time and 
space for expression and patience to: 
wait for relations to occur in this open horizon; to move toward difference not with 
denial or rejection but with tolerance, curiosity, and with a clear sense that it is in 
the encounter with otherness and multiplicity that deeper meaning can emerge 
(Watkins, 1999, p.255). 
Although I refer mainly to international students, I believe that these kinds 
of conversations are immensely beneficial to local students (and staff) and 
support the agenda of Internationalisation at Home (Jackson &Huddard, 
2010; Trahar & Hyland, 2011) and 'culturally relevant' pedagogy. 
De Vita (2005) and Gupta (2003) recommend scheduling small group 
discussions, which create 'dynamic and interactive atmosphere' (p.167) 
where, apart from questions concerning the material covered, students 
share their personal experiences. This gives them opportunities to 
interrogate and reflect on experiences, practices and assumptions within 
different cultural systems and also, through describing their own 
experiences to others, invokes self-reflection. It also takes away the 
anxiety of speaking up in front of the whole class. Yet, Turner (2009) lists 
several challenges affecting group work, such as unequal English 
language skills, quietness or silence, conflict, communication issues, 
unequal commitment, free riding, time keeping and punctuality, differing 
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expectations and cultural values. There is also a risk of interrupting, 
overpowering and overtaking discussions and/or tasks (usually by local 
students) or some students not having sufficient time to compose and 
articulate thoughts in a foreign language (Carroll & Ryan, 2005; Leask, 
2009; Turner, 2009; Trahar & Hyland, 2011). This, I believe, can be 
overcome, at least partially, by extending the notion of 'dialoguing' further 
to include written dialogues, both with self and others. Over the years of 
my participation in various fora discussing international students' 
experiences in HE (such as TIS and HEAcademy events) I repeatedly 
encountered evidence that allowing students to express themselves in 
writing through for example blogs, online discussions, dialogue journals 
(CTL & Moon, 2003; Hughes, 2005) or Patchwork Texts (Winter, 2003) 
which can be shared with other students and tutors plays a significant role 
in building a sense of 'inclusive learning atmosphere of mutual respect and 
connectedness' (Hughes, 2005, p.87). Among other benefits, allowing 
students to write takes away pressure to provide an immediate response 
and gives them time to think and compose a message in a foreign 
language. It also makes issues of accent irrelevant, and, although it does 
not eliminate grammar and stylistic issues by which foreign students are 
easily recognisable, I believe it can take away some of the frustrations 
present in oral exchanges 
Moreover, in the classrooms I taught I was conscious that 
... my students [were] trying to place me somewhere, in some place, among 
some people, and in some category. I [saw] questions in their eyes about how I 
got here, what I speak, whether I speak English, how strong is my accent ... 
(Chawla and Rodriguez, 2007, p.702). 
In my opinion, similar questions are being asked about fellow students. 
Like Chawla and Rodriguez (2007), I resist being placed and placing 
others in one category because categories imply fixation, stagnation and 
(over)-simplicity. I also observe that categorisation becomes progressively 
more difficult as many students and academics evade neat categorisation, 
ascertaining hybridity (see chapter 2) and referring to themselves as 
'bicultural', 'cosmopolitan' or 'acultural' (Alred et aI, 2003). Increasingly 
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more people come from mixed backgrounds and none of the categories fit 
them; for instance one of the students who volunteered for the 
undergraduate study came forward as 'British' but highlighted that it was 
not easy to categorise him: 
I was raised in Belgium around people of many nationalities across Europe, 
although I was mainly exposed to British culture. At the age of 16, I was sent to 
boarding school in Kent where I spend the last 4 years. My parents come from 
very different background themselves, my mother has a rich 
French/Luxembourgish family and my father, a working class Dutch/English one. 
As a result people call me 'interesting' ... (personal correspondence, 
29/11/2010). 
Resisting categories, I believe, is important for 'culturally relevant 
pedagogy' as it can provide 'an arena that allows us to forge new spaces 
for our "selves", and thereby free ourselves to newer possibilities' (Chawla 
& Rodriguez, 2007, p.707; see also hooks, 1994). But it is certainly 
challenging for students and teachers alike. 
Tian and Lowe (2009) highlighted the importance of such efforts in their 
study of Chinese learners who felt dissatisfied with teachers' lack of 
willingness to 'meet [them] half way' and also less able to communicate 
their dissatisfaction which led to 'a shared feeling of being marginalised' 
(p.666), which was succinctly expressed by one of Gu, Schweisfurth and 
Day's (2010) participants: 'I just feel I don't belong here. It's not my place. 
I'm the guest and the guest is always less powerful' (p.17). As Ryan and 
Viete (2009) observe, language has not only transitional function, but also 
can signify power relations; it determines who can speak and who 
becomes silenced and marginalised (hooks, 1994). The feeling of 
marginalisation can lead to a loss of self~esteem, another issue often 
reported by studies (hooks, 1994; Hoffman, 1989; Ryan & Viete, 2009), 
and an attempt to take action to 'take on modes of participation that are 
often alien to them ... [and] may cause students to deny their own 
identities in order to achieve, especially if the curriculum is Eurocentric' 
(Ryan &Viete, 2009, p.307), and to turn into 'the other': 
-
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Over here, I am feeling more brown than I am ..... In this place my physical 
dissimilarity to those around me will be magnified to others and to myself. I shed 
my own skin and become the 'other' that I am expected to be (Chawla, cited in 
Chawla &Rodriguez, 2007, p.699). 
This can cause a profound confusion, a sense of lost identity and order, in 
Kristeva's (1991) words: 'Confronting the foreigner whom I reject and with 
whom at the same time I identify, I lose my boundaries, I no longer have a 
container ... I lose my composure, I feel "los!", "indistinct", "hazy'" (p.187). 
Forcing oneself to adapt and assimilate - become the 'other', for me, 
reinforces the power of cultural and academic hegemony. 
Tian and Lowe (2009) explain that, as a result of marginalisation and 
being 'silenced', some students in their study formed a stereotypical image 
of 'the British teacher': a disinterested and disconnected lecturer, who 
uses jargon and local examples that increase the distance between 
international and home learners. This, combined with home students' and 
teachers' stereotypical image of 'the Chinese learner', can create a 
division, not a 'space of possibility', and, in this case, contributed to 
Chinese students 'voluntary withdrawal from their recognised position of 
inequality and marginalisation' (p.666) to relying on their Chinese 
colleagues. Ironically, much of the literature (especially literature referring 
to South East Asian learners), talk of students tendencies to stay within 
their inner circles and their reluctance to make contact with home or other 
foreign stUdents (McKinlay, Pattison & Gross, 1996; UCOSA, 2004; 
Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006; Caruana, 2007; Montgomery, 2010), not 
recognising a vicious circle of failed attempts, leading to feelings of 
frustration, rejection and marginalisation, forcing students to retract to 
places of safety and comfort that a circle of fellow students may offer. 
Creating spaces for respectful and multivoiced 'dialogic interactions' (Ryan 
& Viete, 2009, p.305) in the classroom can help combat feelings of 
loneliness (Kiley, 2000), inequalities and marginalisation (Tian & Lowe, 
2009; Wu, 2002), rigid categorisation (Chawla & Rodriguez, 2007) and lay 
foundations for a site of multicultural-ism (Parekh, 2009), both inside and 
outside of academia. Building in opportunities for dialogue, sharing and 
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learning from each other can also enhance the sense of belonging and 
connection, that Cadman (2005) views as central in learning. De Vita and 
Case (2003) emphasise this point stating that: 
Intercultural learning is not just a topic to be talked about (thinking and knowing) it 
is also about caring, acting and connecting ... It entails the discovery and 
transcendence of difference through authentic experiences of cross-cultural 
interaction that involve real tasks, and emotional as well as intellectual 
participation (p.388). 
Having discussed some of the challenges and possible solutions that 
'culturally relevant' pedagogy offers, I now turn to 'transformative 
opportunities' of intercultural learning. 
4.5 'Learning for change'4 - intercultural learning as a vehicle for 
personal growth through identity work 
In the previous section I sketched a vision of 'culturally relevant' 
pedagogy, which leads students (and staff) to question their cultural norms 
and values, challenges them and allows them to challenge others. In this 
section I align my views with Walker's (2006) 'guarded optimism about HE 
as a site for personal engagement, transformation and change through 
individual development and the potential contribution of higher education 
and its gra.duates to social well-being and life (p.3). Killick (2011) points 
out that in Anglo-Saxon literature international mobility is often equated 
with significant, 'life-changing' learning, supported with 'extravagant 
claims': 
that it helps "improve social justice around the world" (Bremer, 2006, p. 44); 
"changes the self' (Fantini, 2003, p. 16); creates a global citizen who "becomes a 
cultural change agent. a potential key to world peace" (Fordham. 2005. p. 159); 
and "helps society to weave the tapestry of peace" (Lutterman-Aguilar & 
Gingerich, 2002, p. 42) (cited in Killick, 2011, p.3). 
Although these are exaggerated and over-optimistic statements, Killick 
(2011) observes that 'messages of significant learning and personal 
change permeate this field', which my own reading of the subject literature 
confirmed. However, Erichsen (2011) points out that available literature 
4 Borrowed from the title ofErichsen's (20 II) journal article 
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does not address in depth 'the learning process and how students change 
while studying abroad' (p.11 0) or include a possibility of the international 
study experience to 'engender highly reflective learning as well as impact 
identity development' (p.115), aspects that became salient in my research. 
Instead, many studies aimed to identify factors of positive adaptation and 
success of international students in order to improve support services and 
some of them identified positive outcomes of the international experience, 
such as increased confidence, independence, foreign language 
proficiency or acquiring cultural competencies (for example Caruana, 
2007). Notwithstanding, I believe that intercultural learning - a term, which 
encompasses both the experience of encountering two (or more) different 
cultures and the learning which occurs through such an encounter (Alred 
et ai, 2003) - can become a source of personal reflection, development 
and growth. However, Coleman (2004) warns that students differ in terms 
of the extent to which they are affected by intercultural experiences 
because: 
in each individual case, biographic, affective, cognitive, circumstantial variables 
come into play, with students' previous language learning and aptitude impacted 
upon by their motivation, attitudes, anxiety, learning style and strategies, as well 
as by unpredictable elements such as location, type of accommodation and 
degree of contact with native speakers (p.583). 
I conclude that while the international environment of HE can be a site of 
personal transformation, the extent of it will differ and it will not necessarily 
be achieved by every student (see chapter 8). 
There is a handful of studies on international students' transformation, on 
which I could draw (Gill, 2007; Miller-Perrin & Thompson, 2010; Gu, 
Schweisfurth and Day, 2010; Erichsen, 2011) as this area remains under­
researched, but the literature reviewed in chapter two, theories and 
concepts discussed further in this chapter and findings from my research 
(see chapter 7 & 8) provide a sound base for the claim that studying 
abroad can be a personally transformative experience. Additionally, there 
is also a small, but steadily growing, body of accounts of how 
internationalisation affects the personal and professional development of 
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academics teaching a diverse body of students and some scholars admit 
that intercultural encounters with students challenge them and provoke re­
thinking of their own positioning and approach to learning and teaching, 
instigating pedagogic change (Appadurai, 2001; Trahar, 2007, 2006a, 
2009, 2011; Robson & Turner, 2007; Haigh, 2008, 2009; Robinson-Pant, 
2009; Hamza, 2010; Trahar and Hyland, 2011). Trahar and Hyland (2011) 
advocate 'the importance and value of the personal awareness and 
reflexivity ... especially in encounters with those who we may position as 
"different" from ourselves, and indeed, by whom we find ourselves 
differently positioned' (p.627). 
Below I provide an overview of available literature, which suggests that 
'intercultural learning has the potential to bring about profound changes in 
international students themselves, transforming their understanding of the 
learning experience, self-knowledge, awareness of the Other, and values 
and worldview' (Gill, 2007, p.167). Gill (2007) based these claims on her 
in-depth qualitative study of the experience of postgraduate Chinese 
students in the UK. Similarly, Erichsen's (2011) study of international 
mature female students in the USA, reported the transformative nature of 
learning within an international context, which 'engenders deeply reflective 
learning and influences shifting conceptions of the self and requires 
'integration and finding connection (adaptation and perspectival shift)' but 
also 'differentiation and reinventing oneself within a new context (identity 
development)' (p.1 09). Miller-Perrin and Thompson (2010) found links 
between studying abroad and gaining a 'sense of identity', which in turn 
contributes to both spiritual development and a 'deeper sense of 
vocational calling' (p.89) (both reported by some students in my study, see 
chapter 7 & 8). 
These studies flagged up personal transformation as a staged process, 
which initially involves stress (Gill, 2007), 'disjuncture' and 'getting lost' 
(Erichsen, 2011) or 'separation and departure' (Miller-Perrin et ai, 2010), 
followed up by a period of adaptation (Gill), liminality (Erichsen) or 
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'exploration and discovery' (Miller-Perrin et a/), indicated by a sense of 
neither belonging 'here' or 'there', being 'acultural' but, at the same time, 
by increased 'awareness of different beliefs, values, attitudes and 
worldviews' and, as a result of this, 'integrated diverse perspectives into 
their own value system' (Gill, 2007, p.175). The final stage was the one of 
'redefinition' (Erichsen), 'growth' and 're-construction of self-identity' (Gill) 
or 'return' (Miller-Perrin et af), which is characterised by 'a growing sense 
of confidence, a willingness and ability to integrate aspects of both 
cultures into various dimensions of their lives, and a more developed 
sense of self and voice' (Erichsen, 2011, p.122) as well as 
'cosmopolitan ism'. 
Miller-Perrin and Thompson (2010) refer to a period of study abroad as a 
journey of realising identity and discovering a purpose in life. Moreover, 
literature points to the fact that 'universities are places, perhaps above all, 
for the formation of student identities' (Barnett & Di Napoli, 2008, p.161), 
natural sites of students' self-exploration, discovery and maturation 
(Baxter Magolda 2001; Miller-Perrin & Thompson, 2010; Killick, 2011) 
because academia challenges students to engage with new and diverse 
knowledge and introduces them to the concepts of relativity of knowledge, 
supporting a movement towards higher identity or ego statuses (Marcia, 
1980; Loevinger, 1987) and epistemologically more developed positions 
(Perry, 1970; Kegan, 1982; Baxter Magolda 2001; Moore, 2002; Hofer & 
Pintrich, 2002), discussed in chapter 2. However, Miller-Perrin and 
Thompson (2010) indicate that these events may be 'compressed and 
accentuated' during studying abroad as students often experience crises 
(which can act as a catalyser for self-reflection) and significant educational 
events and experiences that can trigger identity development. Killick 
(2009) suggests that HE has a role to play in helping students in 'making 
their way' (a term borrowed from Baxter Magolda, 2001) in the globalised 
world by supporting 'the processes of identity formation' (p.13) through, for 
instance, engaging them with personal development 'amidst the 
turbulence of alterity - locating their sense of self among the complexities 
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of living with and between global others', challenging ethnocentrism and 
encouraging 'a sense of personal agency' (p.13). Without focusing on 
identity and self 'among the global Other', Killick (2011) argues, 
'capabilities lack purpose and ... students may remain cast adrift within 
uncertain location in the world' (p.2). 
Below I look closer at each of the stages of intercultural development and 
relate them to the broader theoretical framework of transformative learning 
theory (Mezirow, 1991) and concepts, such as 'trigger events' (Brookfield, 
1987), 'threshold concepts' (Meyer & Land, 2003; 2005, 2006, 2010; 
Meyer, Land, & Baillie, 2010) and 'self-authorship' (Baxter Magolda, 2001, 
2004, 2009). 
4.5.1 Phases of intercultural learning 
Phase One: 'getting lost' 
Experiencing 'otherness' and being challenged can be both satisfying and 
psychologically disturbing. hooks (1994) reports that being 'changed by 
ideas was pure pleasure but to learn ideas that ran counter to values and 
beliefs learned at home was to place oneself at risk, to enter the danger 
zone' (p3). Landing in this zone can be triggered by events which cause 
discomfort or perplexity which, in turn, evoke self-evaluation (Brookfield, 
1987; Barnett, 2007). Meyer and Land (2003) refer to this dissonance and 
discomfort which learners experience when grappling with threshold 
concepts to attain a new worldview as 'troublesome knowledge': intuitive, 
conceptually difficult and incoherent (see chapter 1), while Mezirow (1990) 
speaks of change in perspective, due to disorienting, difficult and calling 
into question our old meanings of experiences, as transformative learning. 
He defines it as 'the process of learning through critical self-reflection, 
which results in the reformulation of a meaning perspective to allow a 
more inclusive, discriminating and integrative understanding of one's 
experience' (p.xvi). He describes perspective transformation as 'the 
process of becoming critically aware of how and why our presuppositions 
have come to constrain the way we perceive, understand, and feel about 
iF 
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our world' (p.14), how our attitudes, beliefs and values are based on a set 
of assumptions that are context specific (Watkins, 1999), and therefore 
can change. 
Intercultural encounters provide abundant opportunities for experiencing 
'disjuncture', confusion, surprise or culture shock and can lead to 
perspective change. As Alred et al (2006) assert it requires: 
a disappointment of the narcissistic assumption of the superiority of 'us' over 
'them'. It challenges us to be willing to become involved with otherness, to take 
up others' perspectives by reconstructing their perspectives for ourselves, and 
understanding them from within (p.2). 
As a result of these experiences students can initially feel lost, disoriented 
and stressed. It causes 'disjuncture' (Erichsen, 2011) or disorienting 
dilemmas (Mezirow, 1990, 1991) and necessitates learning and 
adjustment in order to survive in a new environment. 
Haigh (2009) suggests introducing non-Western aspects to the curriculum 
as having a potential to induce similar discomfort in home students and 
present them with issues so commonly experienced by international 
learners, providing a basis for Internationalisation at Home. 
Phase two: adaptation 
Having recovered from the initial shock of dissonance, in this phase 
stUdents usually begin to relax and extensively explore a new territory. 
They encounter a lot of new, 'troublesome' concepts and try to reconfigure 
their knowledge and resolve conflicts that they experience in an effort to 
understand some significant aspects of their world (Mezirow, 1991). 
Therefore their efforts are integrative as they attempt to combine 'old' and 
'new' knowledge, in a way that Jelfs' (2011, p.403) poem Towards a 
different way of seeing, of knowing and doing' describes: 
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Frayed faith 
Tired-looking 
A time to be turned upside-down 
A pathway opens 
Beautiful in-sights in the barren place 
And where the bright sun penetrates newness grows 
I must move towards a different way 

... ofseeing 

... ofknowing 

... ofdoing 

However, as I explained in chapter one, threshold concepts are 
irreversible; once a learner understands and incorporates them into 
existing knowledge there is no 'going back'. But at the same time students 
are still exploring and discovering many concepts and possibilities, 
occupying a space of liminality (Meyer & Land, 2003). Therefore, as 
Erichsen (2011) reports they may feel living 'in a cultural no man's [sic] 
land' and being in a limbo, neither 'here' yet and nor 'there' anymore 
(p.121 ). 
Stage three: reconstitution 
This stage is demarcated by a feeling of 'finding oneself again' (Erichsen, 
2011). Gill (2007) views it as reconstitution of identity through 'a process of 
encountering and interacting with the Other' (p.176), becoming more 
independent, acquiring more knowledge and broader worldview and also 
through speaking a second language, which, as Alred (2003), stresses 'is 
the principal means by which the process of identity formation takes place 
(p.22). Erichsen (2010) reports her participants' sense of re-established 
harmony, emerging 'stronger, more confident and able to settle down into 
their reinvented identity and lifeworld' (p.123). 
Although many researchers (Baxter Magolda, 2001; Gill, 2007; Miller­
Perrin & Thompson, 2010; Erichsen, 2011) view cultural learning as 
sequential transformation, I believe that it is not a simple and linear 
m tA,*,o;ME 
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process but like any development (see chapter 3) a complex, messy 
journeying back and forth through various cycles of reconfigurations. While 
some aspects of living and studying in a foreign country are 'befriended' 
and incorporated into personal knowledge, others may remain 
'troublesome' for longer and perhaps some will never be integrated. I take 
Murphy-Lejeune's (2003) view that intercultural experience does not 
necessarily lead to a complete personality change but supports personal 
expansion as 'learning to embrace cultural, spiritual, and intellectual 
diversity and conflict will broaden students horizons and deepen their 
sense of place in the world' (Miller-Perrin & Thompson, 2010, p.97). 
I conclude this chapter with hooks' view that: 
The academy is not paradise. But learning is a place where paradise can be 
created. The classroom with all its limitations remains a location of possibility. In 
that field of possibility we have the opportunity to labour for freedom, to demand 
of ourselves and our comrades, an openness of mind and heart that allows us to 
face reality even as we collectively imagine ways to move beyond boundaries, to 
transgress (hooks 1994, p.207). 
In this chapter I have discussed internationalisation of HE (with its 
promises and pitfalls), the complexities of teaching and learning in 
different cultural contexts and the challenges and opportunities of 
culturally relevant pedagogy. 
In the following three chapters I present my research journey and its 
findings. 
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Chapter Five: Stage One of the Journey ('settling') 
As indicated in chapters 1 and 2, I came to work in the CETL and 
embarked on this PhD journey as a novice to the field of PDP, pedagogic 
research and the English educational system. Although its principles 
sounded promising, offering something I felt my past continental education 
lacked, I wondered how students of different cultural backgrounds 
perceived and engaged with PDP and whether they felt it made any 
difference to their lives. Being a member of the CETL team whose aim 
was to propagate and embed PDP in the curriculum and introduce 
interventions that could enhance students' employability, I also had a 
practical aim of finding ways of improving pedagogic practice and 
supporting students' engagement with PDP. Rather grandly, I imagined 
that having researched this subject I would be in a position to offer 
solutions and make recommendations. 
Having left the CETL - a home to 'PDP enthusiasts' - half way through my 
studies, I entered grounds of 'real' academia, where I encountered 
disciplinary divides (Kreber, 2009), a variety of pressures and disparate 
interests and hierarchies of importance (where usually neither PDP nor 
international students were the highest priority). This challenged my ideas 
about PDP and made the expectations of what my research could achieve 
more realistic. 
In this chapter I describe the first stage of my research, present the initial 

thinking behind this project, its research questions and approach to data 

collection (see stage one on the timeline, figure 2). In this phase I explored 

the concepts of PDP among the 'experts' (academic staff responsible for 

introduction of PDP at the UoB), conducted a small pilot study and 

collected a large proportion of my data - the activities, whose outcomes I 

present below. 
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5.1 Exploring the local UoB context - staff conceptions of PDP 
Although I began forming a picture of a broader governmental PDP 
agenda (see chapter 2), I believed more clarity about the local vision of 
PDP and ways of implementing it across the university was needed in 
order to better understand the context and conceptualise specific values 
that the university wanted to promote to its students. The CETL team, 
which was charged with the responsibilities of implementing and 
promoting agendas of PDP and employability and enhancing teaching and 
learning across the university, explored many different ideas, theories and 
tools, which could promote and support learners' personal, academic and 
professional development. In fact so many that, at times, I felt 
overwhelmed and concerned that I was losing track of what was core 
(among many activities that the CETL was engaged in). Therefore, when 
an opportunity arose to conduct a concept mapping activity (method 
described below) which could take stock of concepts that members and 
associates of the CETL team held on PDP, I did not hesitate. Initially, ! 
also thought this could provide me with the data that could be used to 
compare academics' and students' ideas of PDP in order to note any 
commonalities and differences. However, this activity served mainly as a 
platform for discussions on the local understandings of PDP, rather than 
as a means of eliciting data that could be compared with data from 
students, because the CMs gathered from academics were sketched on 
the topic of PDP while the students' depicted a broader area of PD. 
Moreover, the students' maps were individually drawn while academics' I 
maps (although in the first instance drawn individually) served as an initial 
point for small group discussions, as a result of which they were merged 
into agreed group maps, and later into one common map, representing the 
local conceptualisation of PDP at the UoB. This section describes the 
process of coming to an agreement of what values and aspects of PDP 
were core to the local university context, and as such, should be 
disseminated among colleagues across the institution and promoted to 
students. 
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5.1.1 Concept mapping as a research method 
I came across the concept mapping technique at the Society for Research 
into Higher Education (SRHE) conference (Kinchin, Cabot, & Hay, 2006), 
shortly prior to commencing my PhD. It struck me as a potentially useful 
means of gathering data, but at the same time (and more importantly), as 
a technique which allowed time for a quiet reflection on a topic at hand 
and provided a way of capturing students' knowledge in a form of a visual 
representation - two aspects that I felt were important in encounters with 
international students, who (as I explained in chapter 3) often require more 
time to form their answers in a foreign language and may appreciate a 
visual support that CM could offer. As I report further in this chapter, 
students found this tool particularly helpful. 
A CM technique was developed by Novak (1998) and Novak and Canas 
(2006) as a tool that has a potential to capture learners' knowledge of a 
particular topic and therefore 'make the learning visible' (Kinchin & Hay, 
2007) as the teacher can 'see' students' ideas about a particular topic and 
evaluate the acquisition of key concepts. If CMs are sketched on several 
occasions, progress in students' thinking can be captured and assessed. 
For this reason CMs have been used to describe students' knowledge of 
particular topics, diagnose the gaps in knowledge, monitor learning 
progress or measure the impact of specific interventions (Kinchin & Hay, 
2007; Kinchin & Hay, 2007; Hay, 2007, 2008; Kinchin, Lygo-Baker & Hay, 
2008; Kinchin, Cabot & Hay, 2008; Jankowska, 2009, 2010a, 2010b). 
Through such gathering of evidence about students' knowledge of key 
concepts in a particular area, teachers are able to spot misconceptions or 
gaps and provide feedback to the learners. 
Novak (1998) and Novak and Canas (2006) suggested that the visual 
representation of the knowledge captured in a CM promotes the 
integration of new and existing knowledge. This can contribute to 
meaningful learning. As Atlay, Gaitan and Kumar (2008) explain, learning 
is a process which requires conscious, on-going effort in connection­
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making between existing (prior) knowledge, current experiences and 
future events. In this research I was particularly interested in the 
connections students make between their prior educational and 
developmental experiences and current ones, how they negotiate between 
both as a result of experience of a (usually) different system of education 
and whether their future goals were affected (and if so, in what way). At 
this point in my research, I was keen to explore possible variations in the 
visual and conceptual representation of PD that both staff and students of 
diverse cultural backgrounds could reveal (discussion further in this 
chapter) and assess the usefulness of the eM technique as a research 
method. It was not until much later, that I began thinking of concept 
mapping as a valuable tool for reflection and dialoguing with students 
(Jankowska, 2010b), which I further describe in chapter 5. 
Concept mapping is not a new invention as the idea of graphically 
representing concepts and their interconnections has been used for many 
years and in various forms of maps/diagrams/spiders, especially in 
creative tasks like brainstorming (Buzan, 2006). However, Novak's method 
(1998) has some distinctive features that make it unique and useful in the 
investigations of conceptual development. 
According to Novak (1998) in a concept map: 
• 	 Concepts are hierarchical in that they include big, inclusive and 
important ideas (placed at the top) and subordinate/exemplary/non­
inclusive (below), 
• 	 Concepts are linked with arrows (direction of an arrow is important) 
and all the arrows should be labelled with a word or a short phrase 
which explain the nature of association. The linked concepts form 
propositional statements which reveal understanding of the subject 
matter, 
• 	 Concepts appear once but a number of links can be made between 
many concepts and the same linking word/phrase can be used 
more than once. 
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The fact that the concepts are linked with the arrows and labelled is a 
distinctive feature of eMs and helps to achieve a fuller understanding of 
the knowledge that is available to a learner at a particular moment in time. 
Figure 5 below represents the key features of eM (Novak & Canas, 2007). 
-­
Figure 5: The key features of concept maps (Novak & Canas, 2007) 
In his theory of assimilative learning, Ausubel (1963) stressed that what 
the learner already knows is the most important single factor influencing 
learning and therefore the teacher should ascertain this and teach the 
learner accordingly. Kinchin and Hay (2007) conclude that there are three 
dimensions to prior knowledge: its richness, structure and misconceptions. 
They claim that a" of them can affect the quality of learning and that 
stUdents can learn from their teachers effectively, provided there is 
sufficient overlap between the material to be learned and the student's 
prior knowledge. The implication of this statement for teaching groups of 
diverse students (who often have quite varied prior knowledge and 
educational experiences) can be radical, especially in the field of implicit 
areas such as PD. 
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I used eMs to capture the academics' representations of PDP and 
facilitate a discussion about the local vision of PDP at the UoB (see 
section below) as well as a research tool in further data collection. 
5.1.2 Process of negotiating the 'shared vision' 
The group of pioneers of PDP at the UoB was invited to take part in this 
exploratory activity at one of the monthly CETL team meetings in spring 
2007. This activity was aimed at taking stock of the collective conceptions 
of PDP that the team members held, in an attempt to discuss and create 'a 
shared vision of PDP at the UoB'. Hence it was not a formally a research 
task aimed at data collection. Participation was voluntary and the 
individual data, collected through eMs, were not used beyond the first 
session - only the small groups' maps and the final team's map were used 
in reports. Consent to use the data was obtained verbally and no written 
forms were used. 
This activity was proposed to the director of the CETL, who scheduled it in 
the following monthly meeting. Members of the team not present at the 
meeting were given an opportunity to sketch their individual maps, which 
then could be shared with the rest of the team. Four individuals sent their 
maps prior to the meeting and a further nine members of the team 
sketched their individual maps at the meeting. This exercise provided each 
individual with an opportunity to reflect on and capture their individual 
understanding of PDP prior to a group discussion. On completion of the 
individual task, those present during the activity were asked to form three 
groups (consisting of three participants each) and I distributed the maps of 
those not present among the groups, with a request for the material to be 
included in the group discussions. Each small group discussed their 
individual maps, looked for commonalities, clarified any discrepancies and 
composed a final group map they all agreed with. 
At the end of the session these three group maps were presented to the 
whole team for a further discussion. This revealed several differences 
between the maps. As the time for this task was limited and data were 
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whole team for a further discussion. This revealed several differences 
between the maps. As the time for this task was limited and data were 
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quite rich, it was decided that I would take the group maps away to 
analyse them more closely and present a suggestion for a common vision 
- one final, shared map at the following meeting. 
The three group concept maps and the key points raised during the 
discussions are presented below. 
Group 1 
One important notion expressed in this map (see figure 6) was that PDP is 
a non-linear process (the group represented this idea also visually), which 
should lead to self-actualisation. 5 
Reflection, incubation and understanding were captured as enablers of the 
PDP process. Although the notion of incubation did not appear in other 
eMs, during the discussions it was agreed that it was a pertinent one and, 
as such, should be included in the 'final vision'. Incubation periods can be 
quite important to some students who may require more time than others 
or need some periods of reflection with no 'visible outcomes'. It was 
agreed that these periods may vary greatly, especially among students 
who are diverse in background and experience. The discussion around 
this subject led to the recognition of the importance of personalised 
learning and the necessity of a flexible curriculum, which would support 
students' development at different levels and stages, no matter how 
quickly they move or how much risk they are prepared to take. 
The map is divided into two separate sections with no apparent connection 
between right-hand side (PDP) and left-hand side (collaboration). 
Reflection (depicted on the right side) influences PDP but it is not clear in 
what way, and, surprisingly, it is not linked to prior experiences and 
5 Self-actualisation here does not refer to any specific psychological term (e.g. Maslow's 
understanding of it). As the group did not explore the exact meaning of 'self-actualisation', I can 
only assume that the group referred to a sense of enhanced self that may come from a completion 
ofpDP cycle, which may also be marked by achieving a particular goal or 'a product' (for 
example, a degree). This, in turn, may indicate an end of a particular stage/ cycle ofdevelopment 
rather than complete self-fulfilment, when an individual becomes what he/she could potentially be 
(Maslow, 1968). 
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also supports, the development of awareness. In order to pursue PO a 
person needs to become aware of self (and one's motivations, goals, 
interests, personal preferences, prior knowledge, external world, 
planning), opportunities (planning, vision, goals), the world around her and 
her skills/abilities. Becoming more aware of these aspects supports 
planning and further development of 'habits' and patterns of behaviour, 
contributing to life-long learning (which, in turn, enhances employability) 
and can lead to personal change, enabling learner development. 'Learner 
development', as the follow-up discussion clarified, is seen as a 
continuous process through life-long learning, leading to further 
development and closing the loop (in line with the first group's idea of a 
non-linearity of PDP). 
The awareness of one's own goals and motivations can lead to the 
creation of an individual's personal vision and can drive engagement with 
learning and development. The concept of vision, although expressed only 
by the second group, was agreed to be an important one and was 
incorporated in the 'final version' of the experts' map. 
It was noted that social relationships were central to PDP as they provide 
role models (teachers, peers; family and other important people) and may 
influence motivation. 
Interestingly, a concept of reflection (highlighted as core in PDP literature, 
see chapter 2), although placed at the top of the map, was not central in 
terms of its linkage. There is only one link from awareness to reflection 
('awareness of reflection') and (as in group 1's map) there are no links to 
other concepts (for example, prior knowledge, self-awareness, learner's 
development, motivation). There is no mentioning of recording (another 
aspect of PDP, highlighted in the literature). 
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• 	 Growth takes the shape of a spiral (see figure 13 below); students 
go through the levels of development at their own speed (some of 
them will develop more quickly than others and the pace may not 
be even throughout the process). Some students may be more 
eager to take risks and travel longer distances, while some others 
may not be prepared for such challenges. The same student may 
be ready to take quite a big risk in one field, but not necessarily in 
another. 
Figure 13: Spiral representation of development 
• 	 PDP is also referred to as a life-long journey which leads to self­
enhancement and self-actualisation (and has stages with some end 
products, like achieving particular goals in different dimensions). 
• 	 Self is at the centre of all the processes (it is represented through 
the personal dimension in all the maps and linked to many 
concepts, such as skills, attitudes, experiences, opportunities, 
expectations, knowledge and the overall vision of life). 
• 	 Personalised learning is a vehicle for learner development. It should 
take into account individual needs, values, goals (drives), styles, 
preferences and actions and be supported by feedback, instruction 
(from others), motivation and refection (on a learner's behalf). It is 
important to recognise that learning is a social act and even though 
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it is individual in nature, it also happens through interactions. 

Learning is interlinked with (or leads to) development and various 

aspects of learning have been captured in all the maps. 

Curriculum, social world and future career influence personalised 
• 
learning and interact with each other. 

Prior knowledge and experience are important and should be drawn
• 
upon in students' learning (this is in line with Ausubel's assimilative 
learning theory, 1963). Although this may seem to be an obvious 
statement, the assimilation of diverse students' prior knowledge and 
experiences poses challenges for teaching and a curriculum 
design. 
• 	 Relationships, role models, influential others and environment also 
play an important role in PO and social dimension of learning 

should not be undermined. 

• 	 Reflection appears in all the maps (hence seems to be an important 

concept) but is not further described or linked to many other 

concepts in two out of three maps. This may indicate challenges 

with defining and explaining reflection. 
• 	 Recording (one of four key elements in the definition of PDP, 

Universities UK, 2007) is mentioned only in the last map and only in 

relation to assessment. 
It has been noted both in the literature (see chapter 3) and by many 
colleagues at the UoB that students often struggle with reflection (do not 
understand the concept itself, do not know what exactly reflecting involves 
or do not see the purpose of doing it) and have problems differentiating 
between a mere description and reflection, often not going beyond the first 
one. However, I wondered how we could expect students to understand 
the art of reflection if the group of PDP pioneers at the UoB had difficulties 
in conceptualising it. Moreover, as I indicate below, different aspects of 
PDP and reflection may be required for different purposes; for example, a 
student may have to reflect in a more structured and focused way for 
specific assignments or a professional portfolio, learn to articulate his 
mil 
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strengths and evidence particular skills or present himself in a favourable 
light. Yet, the same student's personal reflection may be less structured, 
focused on private needs, desires, fears, challenges and weaknesses that 
require tackling in order to move forward. This personal reflection may be 
at odds with institutional or societal values or requirements, as described 
in chapter 3. Students may find it difficult to draw a line between the two, 
and in my experience of marking e-portfolios some students may lean 
towards one or the other end of the spectrum, either providing more 
formal, devoid of personal reflection, dry accounts or much more informal, 
emotionally loaded and private diary-like entries, which may be difficult to 
read and assess by markers. 
Having reviewed the maps and recorded the discussions I was struck by 
the inherent tension between the 'two faces of PDP: public and private' 
(Draper, 2009, para 4, table 2 below). On the one hand, PDP is supposed 
to promote institutional values, be product-and-outcomes-oriented, equip 
students with specific skills, knowledge and enhance their employability; 
on the other one, it should also enhance self-awareness, support personal 
growth (chapter 3), serve an individual learner's needs and be process­
oriented. 
Table 2: Two faces of PDP: public and private (adapted from Draper, 2009) 
Public (institutional) Private (personal) 
More focused on a product More focused on a process 
Imposed (institutional view) Self-generated (what and how best for 
individuals) 
Controlling EmJ~owering 
Others' judgements Self-revealing experience, reflection 
Efficiency? Self -efficacv 
Knowledge acquisition (instrumental) Learning for the sake of learning 
For employability. skills useful to others For improving one's education, 
aspects valued by yourself 
A repository to help the university To serve one's own needs 
Learning to say things to impress Analysing what you really need to 
em~Joyers improve yourself 
Not mentioning anything bad Identifying whatyou need to im prove 
Learning to artiCUlate real strengths Learning to build on strengths (own 
sake) 
Looking backwards Looking forward 
Writing "reflection" that staff want to Reflective writing that is about what 
see you really think regardless of whether 
IIIIIIII ~r~ 
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I it looks good or relevant to others 
The group maps presented in this section included both public and private 
elements of PDP. Perhaps both should be included in the curriculum, but 
they need to be clearly presented, explained and signalled to students 
(and tutors and markers) to avoid confusion and make requirements for 
specific tasks explicit. 
The activity described in this section facilitated the team's thinking about 
PDP and channelled our efforts to come up with a clearer vision and 
representation of aspects of PDP that were decided to be core for the 
UoB. It also helped me better understand the local context and fuelled my 
thinking about the complexities of PDP. 
5.2 The beginnings - piloting ideas 
Being a novice to the field of PDP and the UoB academic environment, I 
felt it was important to pilot my initial ideas both in terms of possible topics 
for the interviews I was planning to conduct and test out my research 
methods. I hoped that a pilot study could alert me to the underlying issues 
and help me gather some general ideas that students might have on the 
topics related to PO and PDP. 
5.2.1 Initial argument and research questions for the project 
My initial thinking about this project followed the argument that in order to 
make the experience of PDP relevant and valuable to international 
students the following areas needed to be investigated in-depth: 
• 	 students' prior representations and experiences of PD (and PDP, 
where relevant), 
• 	 students' perceptions and experiences of PO and PDP and related 
issues of employability, teaching, learning, epistemological 
development and reflection during their studies, 
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• 	 possibilities of incorporating multicultural aspects into the delivery of 
PDP, especially in culturally diverse academic environments, such 
as the one of the UoB. 
Consideration of these areas led me to a formulation of the following 
research questions: 
1. 	 What do PD and PDP mean to students from different cultural 
backgrounds? Are they important and to what extent? 
2. 	 Can concept maps capture the representations of PO of students 
from different cultural backgrounds? 
5.2.2 The research methods 
In chapter 1 I commented on my initial position as a qualitative, broadly 
phenomenologically inspired researcher, practically orientated towards 
methods that would not only be my ways of collecting data but also could 
potentially become tools for reflection, supporting and empowering 
students to take charge of their meaning making, which Novak (1998) 
sees as 'the central purpose of education' (p.9). Below I introduce the 
second research method used in this stage: interviewing. I viewed these 
two methods as complementing each other well. I perceived concept 
mapping as a tool to capture the visual representation of current 
knowledge (I was interested both in the structure and content of 
knowledge) and as a preliminary task (focusing students' attention, 
evoking reflection on the topic; also allowing students for whom English is 
often a second language both more time to think about the topic and a 
way to express themselves through a different medium) and an interview 
as an opportunity to discuss other aspects of PD and PDP (perhaps not 
captured in the maps). 
I saw an interview as a suitable research method with its focus on 
participants' meanings and experiences, aimed at eliciting their own 
interpretations. Interviews can 'yield rich insights into people's biographies, 
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experiences, opinions, values, aspirations, attitudes and feelings' (May, 
2011, p131). Kvale (1996) provides a convincing rationale for using 
interviews in social research: 
If .you want to kn~w how people understand their world and their life, why not talk 
wIth them? In an Interview conversation, the researcher listens to what people 
themselves tell about their lived world, hears them express their views and 
opinions in their own words (p.1). 
Having settled on interviews as one of my methods early on in the 
research process, I had to decide on the degree of their structure 
(Wengraf, 2001, Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). As I thought of the topics I 
wanted to address, I realised I was leaning towards a 'loosely' structured 
interview. I wanted to maintain some level of comparability of themes 
across the interviews, yet, at the same time, a degree of flexibility was 
important to ensure there was room for possible interventions to 'probe' for 
further answers (May, 2011 ).Therefore, I settled on a semi-structured 
interview, in which I could seek both 'clarification and elaboration on the 
answers given' and which would give me 'latitude to "probe" beyond the 
answers' (May, 2011, p.138, original emphasis). 
The pilot phase began with the 'scripting of the interview' (Kvale & 
Brinkmann, 2009, p.130), which would determine the topics to be covered, 
alongside the suggested questions, a frequent approach in semi­
structured interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Initially, I closely 
followed my interview guide and was anxious to ask all the questions and 
in a similar sequence. This uneasiness was linked to my relative 
inexperience with research interviewing (even though I could draw on my 
counselling skills and experience) and the fact that the act of 'double 
attention' (Wengarf, 2001, p.194) was initially particularly challenging. 
Wengraf (2001) explains that a researcher needs to both listen to the 
interviewee's responses to understand what she is trying to say, and, at 
the same time, ensure that all the topics are covered (at the level and 
depth required) within the available time-frame - a skill which most 
researchers develop gradually. As I listened to the recordings I realised 
that in some of the earlier interviews I missed opportunities to follow my 
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2&1> 
interlocutor and ask 'further questions as I was 'rushing through the 
questions rather than working with the answers' (Wengraf, 2001, p.198) 
and tried to stick too rigidly to my interview guide. In others, especially with 
interviewees who were particularly 'chatty' I found it difficult to interrupt or 
intervene, which, at times, opened space for rich descriptions of peripheral 
significance to the topic. However, these 'excursions' away from the topic 
also, at times, yielded surprising, yet highly relevant responses, lending 
themselves more to a narrative analytical approach, employed later. This 
illustrates that researchers are rarely able to think of all the possible topics 
and questions as 'the interviewees bring forth new and unexpected 
aspects of the phenomena studied' (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p.112). 
Hence I needed to remain open and listen carefully to the students, 'in line 
with the purpose of an explanatory study - to discover new dimensions of 
the topic studied' (ibid). 
As I gained more experience and confidence in my interviewing skills I 
started relaxing, allowing more pauses for 'thinking time' (both for the 
interviewees and myself), probing, prompting and asking for clarifications 
and examples as I realised that 'the interviews are not merely "tape 
recording sociologies", to use Bourdieu's expression, but actively following 
up on the subjects' answers, seeking to clarify and extend the interview 
statements' (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p.?). 
5.2.3 Scope and sample of the pilot study 
I purposefully chose to broaden the area of inquiry and ask students about 
their understanding and experiences of PO and teaching and learning in 
general as well as PDP, as not all interviewed students experienced or 
were able to identify PDP. Therefore, in the pilot study eMs were sketched 
on the topic of learning and the interviews included a variety of questions 
that focused both on issues of learning, teaching and adaptation to a 
different educational system and PO and PDP. 
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This study was limited in size due to its exploratory nature and included 
five students with different cultural backgrounds, namely Chinese, African, 
Eastern European, North European and British. These groups were 
targeted for the study due to their largest representation at this time in the 
U08's student population and were perceived as significantly different 
from each other (in terms of cultural background and educational and 
social systems they came from). Both undergraduate (1 st year) and 
postgraduate students were invited to part take in the pilot study and 
factors other than the background were not taken into account, as it was 
more important to trial my approach rather than aim for a more purposeful 
sample. 
Table 3: The pilot study's sample 
Pseudonym Nationality Level of study Gender 
Ben British UG M 
Essi Danish UG F 
Jun Chinese I PG M 
Katka Slovak PG F 
Victor Zimbabwean UG M 
5.2.4 Data collection 
The data comprised the eMs and interviews, obtained between March and 
June 2007 from students who volunteered to take part in the pilot. 
The participants were recruited through on-campus and online (VLE) 
adverts, inviting students to take part in approximately 1 hour interviews 
(see appendix 3). All participants were given a comprehensive consent 
form at the beginning of the meeting (see appendix 4). The students' 
identities were disguised by the use of pseudonyms (see table 2 above). 
Ethical considerations were already described in depth in chapter 1. 
Each session began with instructions of how to create a concept map and 
each student was then asked to sketch a CM on the topic of learning (with 
the prompt question 'What does learning mean to you?'). The timing for 
this task was not controlled due to the individual, personal nature of this 
activity - some students completed their maps within a few minutes, while 
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others needed much more time to reflect on the topic. The semi-structured 
interviews took place immediately after the completion of the concept 
mapping task. 
5.2.5 Data analysis 
5.2.5.1 Analysis of CMs 
The CMs obtained during the pilot study represent the general ideas 
students had on the topic of learning and were analysed using the basic 
typology of concept maps identified by Kinchin, Hay and Adams (2000), 
which includes chains, spokes and nets (table 4 below) to describe the 
structure of students' knowledge. I also carried out a content analysis of 
that revealed the conceptual variety in concepts used by students of 
various cultural backgrounds. 
Table 4: Structure of CMs - a typology (Kinchin, Hay & Adams, 2000) 
Type/ Structure Linkage Scope for Further 
Characteristics devehmment linkage 
Chain linear, top to each concept no further Little 
bottom 	 only linked to additions possibility 
those possible other of further 
immediately than at the linkage 
above & below bottom of the 
structure, 
deletions disrupt 
the overall 
structure 
Spoke 	 single- concepts allows for Some 
levelled, linked directly further additions possibility 
radial to the core to the structure, of further 
concept 	 deletions do not linkage 
interfere with 
the overall 
structure 
Network 	 highly often multi- both additions Further 
integrated & levelled and deletions linkage 
hierarchical 	 possible, possible 
without 
substantial 
disruption 
7 
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rote way and a learner who moves from less to more complicated 
networks or moves from chains/spokes onto networks has learned 
meaningfully. 
In my opinion, this is a very simplistic and limited vision of learning. It does 
not attend to many factors, such as learner's motivation, teacher's ability 
to convey the concepts, context, as well as complexity, multipositionality 
and multidirectionality of learning, discussed in chapter 3. Like other, over­
simplistic models it assumes that an increase in complexity of structures 
indicates learning and if a learner does not exhibit it in a given period of 
time than he has simply not learned. 
Despite its limitations concept mapping can be a good tool for evaluation 
of concepts that are available to learners at any given time, and as such 
was attractive to me as a research tool. 
Kinchin and Hay (2007) suggest that when a person draws a map of the 
same topic several times it is possible to make comparisons and observe 
a cognitive change (or its lack) and 'measure' it both in quantitative 
(number of concepts occurring) and qualitative (the richness of ideas and 
linkage) way. The analysis of the eMs gathered in the pilot study and the 
next stages of the research investigated both the overall structure and the 
conceptual richness of the maps. 
5.2.5.2 Analysis of interview transcripts 
As Smith (1995) points out, there is 'no one correct way to do qualitative 
analysis' (p.18) and every researcher needs to find a method of working 
with the data that suits her. The pilot study, I hoped, would provide me 
with a way to get a feel of what method would be suitable for my data. 
Although I expected to engage in grounded theory analysis in the main 
part of my research (see chapter 6), I found it difficult to apply in the pilot 
study due to the small number of participants (limiting a scope for constant 
comparisons, advocated by Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and due to my initial 
interest in cultural comparisons (each participant in the pilot represented a 
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different cultural group). I was also more interested in trialling the methods 
in terms of gathering data (both eMs and interviews), refining my 
technique and questions and getting accustomed to the technicalities of 
research, rather than focusing mainly on the analysis (there was no 
intention to draw on this data in the final analysis of the research). Hence, 
instead of following the steps that are part of GT, I decided to engage in a 
thematic analysis, loosely drawing on Smith's (1995) interpretative 
phenomenological analysis (with some elements of grounded theory). My 
analysis was an iterative process, in which I read each transcript several 
times and used the margin to note down anything that I found important, 
striking or significant. I read the first transcript and stopped to analyse it 
before I moved onto the next one. I read the first time for the general gist, 
the second time I began making notes and, on subsequent readings, I 
started coding chunks of data. I then began thinking of emerging themes 
(which I noted on the other margin of the transcript). Following this, I listed 
the themes on a separate piece of paper, which I re-wrote several times, 
as I progressed thinking about various connections, clusters relating to 
similar aspects and organising sub-themes under bigger, superordinate 
concepts (categories in GT). I then used the list from the first interview 
when I read the second one, looking for more instances of the themes I 
have already identified and adding new themes. Here I began noticing 
differences between the participants' ideas or explanations ('deviant 
cases') which puzzled me. For example a British student saw the 
educational system he went through as rigid and 'more prescriptive' than 
in other countries (see Ben's case study below), while other students (Jun 
- Chinese, Katka - Slovak and Victor - Zimbabwean) felt that it was much 
less prescriptive than the systems of their home countries. 
These differences prompted a reflection that I should remain sensitive to 
these 'controversial' aspects in my further research. Although I had a list of 
themes and comparisons within them, I treated the five interviews as case 
studies and below I provide a sample (one case study), where the data 
172 
Chapter Five 

from the concept map are being further illuminated by the insights from the 
interview. 
5.2.5.3 Example of analysis of data from the pilot 
In this section I present one concept map and discuss a corresponding 
interview to provide an example of my initial analysis, discuss briefly some 
of the key preliminary findings from both the maps and the interviews and 
offer observations and reflections on the use of my methods. 
As the participants were interviewed (and sketched a eM) only once, it is 
not possible to discuss any cognitive change, but rather provide snapshots 
of students' understandings of iearning and PO at that particular time. 
5.2.5.4 Case study - pilot 

Ben - a British undergraduate (Public Relations, extended degree, level 0). 

Ben's map conveys two separate concepts (see figure17): learning from 
life experience, and learning (or rather lack of it) from institutions. It 
portrays a division and discrepancy between life experience, which, for 
Ben, is the best form of learning (and something that can never be taught) 
and learning that happens within educational institutions (which is not real­
life learning). Learning begins at home, with parents teaching their children 
'the way of life' and passing on to them cultural values and norms of 
behaviour (affecting the way in which the world around is perceived). 
Peers are another source of social and informal learning and exert 
influence on the way Ben perceives the world and processes information. 
Although he recognises that all people will be educated and 
institutionalised to some degree at some point in their lives, he is aware of 
the discrepancy between this kind of education and 'real life' and between 
the institutional culture and values and his personal values. Ben acquired 
a distrust of education at schools and other institutions and an 
appreciation of the world of experiences as a source of real knowledge 
that cannot be taught and, instead, is learned from mistakes. This topic 
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students are suddenly under pressure to do a lot and independently, which 
in turn encourages development of new, valuable skills. The fact that there 
is more freedom, choice and personal responsibility at university level 
seemed to better suit Ben's needs as a learner and may be linked to the 
fact that such an attribution of responsibility is more common in Western 
cultures. However, this personal responsibility is something that other 
students may struggle with, as in the case of a Chinese participant in this 
sample. 
The theme of life-long learning and learning from experience, especially 
from mistakes (or learning even when one is not aware of his own 
learning) was also important for Ben. He highlighted his open-mindedness 
and a wish to broaden his horizon at every opportunity. He mentioned his 
personal and psychological growth, his learning preferences, and his 
ability to reflect and make his own judgements. He believed that self­
evaluation is 'one of the most important things any person can ever do'. 
He also felt he was a good planner who liked to have everything outlined 
on a piece of paper and be able to assess himself against his plans and 
deadlines; he believed it kept him focused on achieving his goals. 
5.2.5.5 Overall analysis of the CMs 
None of the five CMs was drawn as a chain. One map (Katka's) was a 
typical spoke with one concept at the centre and others branching out from 
it. However, the remaining four could not be easily placed in one category. 
Ben's and Essi's maps were drawn as chains, but the complexity of 
concepts used and further descriptions were more typical for a network, 
Jun's spoke had one branch developed into a network, and Victor's 
network was in an unusual, circular shape. The absence of chains 
(structurally the simplest maps), might indicate that a subject had been 
well thought through and/or was an important topic for the students. Table 
6 below represents an overview of the five maps, with their key concepts. 
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Table 6: Overview of the pilot study's maps 
Participant Overall Overall themes 
structure 
Ben (British) Chain/network Learning from real 
life versus 
learning from 
institutions, 
Transmission of 
cultural values 
and their role in 
shaping people, 
Social learning 
(from peers) 
Essi (Danish) Chain/network 	 Life-long, 
continuous 
learning and 
academic learning 
as particularly 
important, 
Social learning 
(from family and 
own children) 
Cultural learning 
Jun (Chinese) Spoke/ Formal education 
network (gaining a variety 
of skills and 
participating in 
activities, using 
'approved' 
knowledge & 
skills) 
Social learning 
and affection 
(fam i1y, friends) 
Katka Spoke Learning as 
(Slovak) horizon­
177 
Concepts used 
Learning from home 
(transmission of cultural 
values, ideas and 
behaviour) 
Cultural values influence 
our life Social learning 
(from peers) 
Learning form educational 
institutions 
Learning from real life (as 
the best form of learning) 
Learning from mistakes 
Life experiences =the 
best learning lessons 
Life experiences 
Learning as a continuous 
process 
Learning is something 
very important 
Learning should not be 
restricted to educational 
institutions 
Academic learning is very 
important (gives 
advantage in life, 
increases employability) 
Learning from family 
(prepares for life, provides 
support), from own 
children (changes you 
completely, makes you 
stronger), Learning from 
people (teaches about 
cultural differences 
backgrounds, enlightens 
about different cultures & 
reliQions) 
Formal learning 
Education 
Qual ifications 
Different skills 
(communication), Take 
advantage of skills 
Use learning skills for 
understanding 
Use approved knowledge 
Real-life practice 
Learning activities 
Self-learning 
Meeting new people 
Outside affection (from 
parents and friends) 
Broaden mind, 
Meet new people, 
Chapter Five 
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broadening New resources, 
experience, Obtain new information, 
Learning as both Develop new skills, 
challenge and fun communications skills, 
University (institution), 
life, 
Challenge, 
Fun 
Victor Network (in a Learning as a way *Learning is a way of life 
(Zimbabwean) circular 
shape) 
of life - a cyclical, 
on-going process; 
Discover what you don't 
know Exchanging ideas 
Social exchanges Learning about myself 
absolutely central and others around 
to learning, Understanding the world 
Learning about we live in 
self, others (of Better myself 
diverse cultural Better future from learning 
backgrounds) and Understanding where I 
the world around come from &other 
leading to cultural backgrounds 
'bettering' of self Opening my mind 
Seeing things that my eye 
can't see (sociological 
view) but understanding 
them 
Bringing people together 
Giving everyone chance 
in life 
We go the same cycle 
faQainl 
*concepts represented in the circular way (in a repeated sequence) 
It is difficult to draw any conclusions from such a small sample, but I noted 
a few interesting aspects (both in the CMs and interviews), to which I 
wanted to pay attention in the main study. Firstly, Ben and Essi, the British 
and Danish students (Western), both mentioned employability and 
autonomous learning and they placed the responsibility, both for the 
process of learning and for its outcomes, in the hands of the learner. 
However, Jun (Chinese) reported that many Chinese students place the 
responsibility for learning in their teachers' and parents' hands (he 
explained that if a learner fails it is not only his/her responsibility and, 
similarly, if he/she achieves, it is also the teacher'S success). Students are 
supposed to learn only what the teachers tell them and what is in the 
books they study from ('approved knowledge' in his eM). Jun was also 
focused mainly on his formal education, gaining qualifications, knowledge 
and skills, although he also mentioned strong emotional links with parents, 
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teachers and friends. Katka (Slovak) seemed to concentrate on learning 
as a horizon-broadening experience, through acquiring new connections, 
skills, knowledge, resources and she viewed learning both as challenging 
and fun. She turned inwards in self-exploration and dedicated time to 
broadening her horizons in many different areas (in order to become more 
knowledgeable, all-rounded and to discover what path she should take in 
life). For Victor (Zimbabwean) learning was 'a way of life' based on social 
exchanges - learning from and with others. He was the only person 
explicitly expressing ideas of equal opportunities for all human beings, 
bringing people together and studying the social world. 
Lack of space does not allow me to present the whole analysis of the 
interviews; therefore I note here only a few main themes: 
• 	 Some aspects of learning seemed to be related to cultural norms 
and values, especially the role of the learner and the teacher, the 
relationship between them, the issue of power and distance and 
strategies for learning. 
• 	 Some other aspects seemed to be more personal, reflecting 
students' individual preferences. For instance, attitudes towards 
planning, reviewing and recording stem from personal preferences 
(however these may also be influenced by cultural values and 
norms). 
• 	 Reflection proved to be a difficult subject to talk about (and provide 
specific examples) for all the students. They all agreed that 
reflection is about looking back and comparing the past with the 
current situation, evaluating and aiming at improvement. Only Essi 
elaborated on the art of structured and supported reflection, its 
benefits and value for the future. It seemed that students needed 
more explanation as to why they should reflect, how and in what 
ways this could contribute to their learning and development. 
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• 	 They all commented on the usefulness of feedback in their 
assignments, but not all of them felt they were taking a full 
advantage of the tutors' feedback. 
• 	 Recording seemed not to be valued by the participants (apart from 
Essi). 
• 	 Intercultural learning appeared to be an important theme. All the 
participants spoke of cultural values and diversity. They recognised 
the value of studying abroad, in a foreign language and among 
other students from diverse cultural backgrounds. This experience 
was described by the four foreign students as both fascinating and 
challenging - challenging the ideas they had about themselves and 
others and pushing them to re-evaluate some of their previous 
conceptions. They recognised the need for adaptation (to some 
extent) and conscious re-shaping of some of their learning 
practices, but some also raised questions and concerns about the 
future re-adjustments they may have to face upon their return 
home. They all agreed that studying and living abroad was a 
horizon broadening experience and allowed them to learn far more 
than they would normally learn back home. It was also a highly 
gratifying experience - gaining a foreign degree was seen as a 
worthy achievement back in their home countries. 
• 	 Intercultural learning instigates personal change, it may lead to 
deeper reflection and self-assessment, require further adaptation 
on the learner's behalf and lead to a personal change (in values, 
ways of doing things or in life direction, aspects identified in the 
literature reviewed in chapter 4). The students recognised that 
these changes can be irreversible (irreversibility of threshold 
concepts was discussed in chapter 1) and probably would have not 
happened had they stayed back home. 
• 	 A degree of personal change was seen as crucial in learning. 
In terms of evaluation of the technical aspects of the study and the 
methods used, I noticed that all five students reacted positively both to 
180 
Chapter Five 

concept mapping and interviewing. They commented on taking part in this 
study as a valuable experience and an opportunity to stop and reflect over 
their own learning and PD - issues they rarely focused on and verbalised. 
Some of them suggested that concept mapping would be a useful exercise 
for all students. This provoked me to think further about the use of eMs 
(further discussed in chapter 6). 
5.2.6 Adjustments introduced as a result of the pilot study 
As a result of the pilot study I made some adjustments to how I used my 
methods, to the subject of eMs and began re-considering the analytical 
framework. 
The eMs obtained during the exploratory study represented the general 
ideas students had on learning and were gathered in order to find out how 
'content' related to personal development would be revealed in them, as 
well as to test the concept mapping technique and interviewing questions 
for the future study (constituting the researcher's training), However, the 
topic of learning proved to be far too wide to tease out students' ideas on 
PO and PDP. Hence, I changed the topic of the eMs from learning to 
personal development and refined the interview questions for further data 
collection (see chapter 6 & 7). 
The pilot stage interviews were conducted immediately after the 
participants finished sketching their eMs. This proved to be ineffective in a 
few instances as I had no time to clarify the understanding of a concept 
map and ask any further questions. Hence, I changed the procedure and 
introduced a short break which allowed me to familiarise myself with a 
particular map, ask a participant to fill in any gaps (for example lack of 
linkage labels) and ask any further questions in a follow-up interview. I 
also realised I needed to provide clearer instructions for concept mapping 
as some students may be unfamiliar with this way of capturing ideas. 
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As each student sketched only one map, I did not have a chance to trial 
the analytical framework, which focuses on the comparison of maps drawn 
on at least two separate occasions (to track any changes to both the 
structure and the content of the maps). However, I started thinking about 
the epistemological assumptions underlying some key statements in the 
assimilative theory of learning (Ausubel, 1963) and the concept mapping 
framework. such as for example, the assumption that maps with more 
concepts and links represent a more complex understanding of PO or that 
change in the structure of a map can indicate the development of students' 
thinking. As I have noted above, having reviewed literature on 
development (see chapter 2), I started wondering whether the lack of 
structural or conceptual change in the maps may not necessarily be an 
indicator of the lack of progress, but perhaps an indication of 'incubation' 
or occupying a zone of Iiminality (Meyer & Land, 2005). I questioned 
whether there is a possibility that a map with fewer concepts and links is 
not 'inferior' to another one, more densely populated. Perhaps, a student 
who thought through a particular topic may end up with a more 
'condensed', coherent version with what he thinks is core, rather than with 
a chaotic map, filled with not fully understood concepts and links? Perhaps 
how one organises his map is an indication of a student's ability to 
synthesise, organise and present information in a concise way (and if so, 
perhaps less is more)? 
In this chapter I described the first stage of my research journey ('settling'), 
in which I explored the concepts of PDP among the academic staff 
responsible for the introduction of PDP at the UoB) and conducted a small 
pilot study. I introduced concept mapping as a research tool and began 
exploring the advantages and challenges of using this method in my 
res<3arcn. As I indicated in the final section of this chapter (above), I began 
grappling with unsettling thoughts about the way of analysing data 
proposed by Novak (1998) and Kinchin and Hay (2007) as this seemed to 
rather limited and simplistic in terms of their claims about 'measuring' 
IOt1ming. Although t suspected that I would have to find other ways of 
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analysing my data, I was still unsure how to change my approach. Hence 
in the next phase of my research I still applied the initial framework to see 
if my doubts would be confirmed. Chapter 6 describes my further analytical 
struggles. 
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Chapter Six: Stage Two of the Journey ('grounding') 
The opening section of this chapter discusses the changes that this 
research project has undergone, setting the scene for the analysis. It 
reports on the second stage of the research project (see the timeline, 
figure 2), which comprised of a concept mapping activity for a cohort of 
postgraduate students from the Business School at the UoB and 
interviews conducted with a sample of eleven these students. An in-depth 
analysis of eMs and the initial analysis of the interviews conducted with 
the use of grounded theory (GT) is followed by a reflection on the 
limitations of these approaches and a formulation of the rationale for 
moving onto a narrative framework of analysis for the interviews (chapter 
7). 
6.1 Changes in the research project and research questions 
As I described in chapter 1, the initial plan for my research has undergone 
some changes. As the project progressed and I added further layers of 
analYSis (presented in this and the following chapter), it was decided that 
the data collected from the PG study should become the main focus of my 
research, and as such, is reported on throughout the remaining of this 
thesis. 
In addition to the general research questions for the entire research 
project (listed in section 5.2.1) I formulated the following question as 
specific to the PG study: 
• 	 Does reflective writing (BLOGs, e-portfolios, concept maps and 
cultural learning journals) contribute to the generation of personal 
development itself? 
However, I also encoun~ered various problems with collecting the 
'artefacts' - pieces of reflective writing - which were initially thought of as 
an additional source of data. A combination of students' non-submission of 
non-compulsory pieces of reflective writing and a change in the University 
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e-Iearning platform that precluded access to some student material meant 
that students' reflective writing could not be analysed in a systematic 
manner. 
As the result of these multiple changes the research questions were 
adjusted and grouped in one set, as follows: 
1 . 	 What are students' prior representations and experiences of 
personal development (PO)? 
2. 	 What are students' perceptions and understandings of PO & 
PDP? 
3. 	 Does concept mapping contribute to the generation of personal 
development itself? 
6.2 Background, scope and sample of the PG study 
The sample for the PG study consisted of students recruited from a large 
'Communication in Business' PDP-oriented module (123 students of 
culturally diverse backgrounds). 
At that time (2007/2008) the university had a model of a PDP spine which 
ran through most undergraduate (and was also introduced to some 
postgraduate) programmes (Atlay & Jankowska, 2006). That meant that at 
each level of study there was a module which had PDP-related content. 
Many undergraduate programmes had a PPAO (personal, professional 
and academic development) module at level one, which was intended to 
have a subject focus (introduction to the discipline and the course and 
subject content) but, at the same time, would highlight academic learning 
skills and introduce PDP. At level two, a PDP (professional development 
planning) module focused on career planning and work-related learning 
(or a suitable alternative) was introduced. It would build on PPAO but 
accentuate professional content, emphasise the process of PDP, cover 
career management skills and orient students towards thinking about their 
future career. At level three PDP was proposed to be provided through the 
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curriculum - in most cases through the final project or dissertation, and 
emphasise the skills and attributes students have developed through their 
studies. These units slowly disappeared and their content was embedded 
in the curriculum. 
At a postgraduate level, a combination of all the above was required. In 
Business a new module ('Communication in Business') was developed for 
several programmes (HRM, Leisure Studies and Business Studies) with a 
view that its content could be adjusted to the specific needs of different 
subject areas (Atlay & Jankowska, 2006). 
In the winter semester of 2007 I assisted with further amendments (and 
their evaluation) for the 'Communication in Business' module in Business 
Management Studies. My role was more advisory and I acted as a PDP 
insider (see chapter 2), who came to provide some assistance with the 
PDP content, the means of its delivery and evaluation of the changes 
made. The changes introduced to this module included making the focus 
on PD even more explicit than before and a lot of effort was made to 
ensure that students gain deeper understanding of self, diverse others and 
various developmental opportunities (Jankowska & Smart, 2007). With this 
in mind, we introduced several elements (e-portfolios, concept maps, 
blogs and a discussion board) that we hoped would offer space for 
reflection and a multidimensional dialogue that could open students' minds 
to different opinions and world views. Although I did not teach on this 
module and was not involved in any assessment, I was invited to several 
sessions, during which I introduced students to CMs and provided training 
in e-portfolios. I also co-created questions for blogs and co-facilitated 
discussions on the discussion board (in Blackboard, the UoB's VLE). 
Therefore I was known to the students and my sample was opportunistic 
as the partiCipants for my research were recruited from within this module. 
I was transparent about my role in the CETL, my research interests and 
my (limited) involevement with the unit - as a facilitator of PDP. At he 
same time, I emphasised my location outside of the teaching team, 
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making sure that students understood I was not involved in teaching or 
marking and that they were free not to participate or withdraw from the 
study I conducted. As I explained in chapter 2, students often treated me 
more like another postgraduate student, rather than a member of staff. 
All students experienced concept mapping, but for the purpose of this 
research only the maps of students coming from four cultural 
backgrounds, initially targeted as the groups with the largest 
representation among the student population at the UoB at the outset of 
my research (see chapter 1 and appendix 1), were included for the 
analysis (32 maps in total, including 10 Chinese, 15 African, 5 CEE and 2 
British students). 
The interviews were advertised during the tutorials in which CMs were 
sketched (asking for the volunteers from the above mentioned four cultural 
backgrounds) and twelve (from thirty-two) students volunteered for the 
interviews. However, one participant dropped out during the semester, and 
the final analysis is based on the data obtained from eleven students: four 
CEE, three Africans, two Chinese and two British - further demographic 
data is provided in table 7 below. 
Table 7: PG sample: students who were interviewed after taking part in a concept 
mapping exercise 
Participant's Background Nationality Gender Age Previous 
Pseudonym experience of 
PDP (on a 
British UG 
programme) 
1. Precious African Nigerian F 31 No 
2. Matej CEE Slovak F 22 Yes 
3. Aneta CEE Slovak M 23 Yes 
4. Ling Chinese Chinese F 22 No 
5. Mei Chinese Chinese F 21 No 
6. Eszti CEE Hungarian F 28 No 
7. Kate British British F 22 No 
8. Masha CEE Russian F 21 No 
9. Akili African Tanzanian F 27 No 
10. Aseye African Ghanaian F 26 No 
11. Mike British British M 38 Yes 
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6.3 Data collection 
The data were obtained between October 2007 and January 2008. I 
introduced the whole cohort of the students to concept mapping as a 
classroom activity. The students sketched the maps individually at the 
beginning and at the end of the module but only the maps of those 
students who had signed a consent form were gathered. The maps drawn 
by 32 participants of targeted backgrounds were chosen for analysis. 
Therefore, in total 64 maps (time 1 and time 2) were gathered and 
analysed. I advertised the interviews during the seminars and individuals 
who chose to volunteer were invited for an interview that would last 
approximately one hour, at the time and place convenient to them. This 
provided me with the time necessary to familiarise myself with individual 
students' maps and prepare possible questions with regard to their maps. 
The students had also time to reflect on their maps and often were keen to 
refer back to them during the interviews. 
All the students obtained a short description of the study (printed advert, 
see appendix 3) and were given consent forms (one for the CM and one 
for the interview, see appendix 4). 
I provided an instruction on how to create a CM (see appendix 5) to all the 
students simultaneously at each session and I was available all the time to 
clarify any issues. A question 'what does personal development mean to 
you?' was used as a prompt for reflection on PD. The students had 
approximately 30 minutes to complete this task as the rest of the time was 
dedicated to the usual teaching. Those who finished quickly were asked 
not to interrupt others. 
The interviews were conducted within two weeks after the concept 
mapping task. They lasted between 20 and 70 minutes and were 
conducted only once (at the beginning of the semester) as the data was 
intended to complement information obtained via blogs, cultural learning 
journals and e-portfolios. 
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6.4 Concept mapping - capturing representations of PO 
The data from the CMs were analysed in two ways through: 
• 	 content analysis of 64 CMs produced by 32 students at the 
beginning and at the end of the module, aimed at discovering more 
general inter-group tendencies (cultural comparisons), 
• 	 a case study analysis of a subsample of twenty-two eMs from 
eleven students at the beginning and at the end of the module, 
aimed at gaining an insight into individual understandings and 
progression over time 
6.4.1 Findings from content analysis of eMs 
6.4.1 .1 Concepts 
In total, the maps drawn by the participants at the beginning of the module 
contained 189 concepts and those drawn at the end contained 225 
concepts. These concepts give a detailed picture of participants' 
representation of PD. 
In average each participant used 13.6 concepts and 17.3 links per map 
(table 8 below represents the average number of concepts and links for 
each of the four groups of students). 
Table 8: Concepts and links - by cultural group at the beginning and end of the course 
Means of concepts No of links 
Beginning of End of the Beginning of End of the 
the module module the module module 
AF 13.1 13.3 16.3 16.7 
CEE 12.6 10.6 15.4 11.8 
CH 13.6 13.5 19.1 19.0 
BR 21.5 24.5 32.0 31.0 
Total 13.7 13.6 18.0 17.3 
In average, British participants used substantially more concepts and links 
in their maps than any other group. However, as the group was small, it is 
difficult to attribute this to cultural differences or language proficiency. 
Other individual factors, such as age (one of the two British students was 
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a mature student with a lot of life and work experience) or previous PDP 
experience could have influenced the complexity of the maps. 
Africans and Chinese students used almost the same number of concepts 
and links at the beginning and at the end of the course. Only CEE used 
slightly fewer concepts at the end of the course and even fewer links. As I 
explained in chapter 5, in the light of Novak's (1998) theory and its further 
developments, this could be disappointing as an increase in number of 
concepts and links is seen as progress. In section 5.2.6 of chapter 5 I 
introduced some thoughts on other possible interpretations, wondering 
whether producing consecutive maps with fewer concepts may actually 
indicate 'progress' as well. Perhaps in the course of re-working knowledge 
a student may combine some concepts into higher-order ones, eliminate 
some lower order concepts (or linkage) or remove mere examples that do 
not add much to the map. I also reasoned that through development in 
students' conceptual understanding ideas may not only become more 
refined, but also some previously held views may be abandoned or some 
misconceptions removed. I shall return to this topic in the next part of this 
chapter, looking closer at individuals' maps and the change in them over 
time. 
The most frequently used concepts were the same at the beginning and at 
the end of the module with slight changes in the hierarchy and included 
concepts such as PO, family, friends, educational qualifications, career, 
education, job, experience, children and marriage. 
These concepts indicate the following as the three main areas in PD: 
• 	 Social (family, friends, children, marriage), 
• 	 Educational (qualifications, education, experience - these relate to 
learning more than career), 
• 	 Employability (career, job). 
Although the above clusters of concepts were important to all groups, I 

was keen to explore whether there were any inter-group differences in 
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relation to concepts used by students of different cultural backgrounds. 
Table 9 below represents the types of concepts identified as most 
frequently used by four cultural groups at the beginning and at the end of 
the module. As there were a large number of concepts featured in the 
eMs produced by each group, I sorted them in the order of frequency of 
use, which indicates the hierarchy of importance of particular concepts for 
each cultural group. Therefore the emphasis of the analysis is on the 
rank/position (number in brackets) of the concept, rather than the precise 
percentage (although % is also used for the ease of comparison of data). 
Table 9: Concepts used most frequently by four cultural groups 
Groups6j African African Chinese Chinese CEE CEE British7 British 
Concepts (ranks Beg End Beg End Beg End Beg End 
& %) 
Personal (1 ) (1 ) (1 ) (1 ) (1 ) (1 ) (1) (1 ) 
develo~ment 7.5% 4.4% 7.4% 7.4% 8.5% 9.4% 4.7% 4.1% 
Career (4) (5) (3) (2) (1 ) 
3.5% 1.6% 3.4% 3.8% 4.1% 
Family (2) (3) (3) (2) (2) 
4.5% 3% 3.7% 5.1% 3.8% 
Educational (5) (3) (2) (1 ) 
qualifications 1.6% 4.4% 4.4% 4.1% 
Education (4) (4) (3) (5) (3) (2) 
3.5% 1.9% 3% 2.2% 3.4% 3.8% 
Job (3) (5) (2) (1) 
3% 2.2% 3.8% 4.7% 
Opportunities (1 ) 
4.1% 
Friends (3) (3) (3) (3) (3) (2) 
4% 2.5% 3% 3.7% 3.4% 3.8% 
Challenge (2) 
3.8% 
Family effect (2) 
2.5% 
Relationship (4) 
3% 
Social activities (3) 
3% 
Religion (5) (4) 
2.5% 1.9% 
Children (5) 
2.5% 
Marriage (5) (5) 
2.5% 1.6% 
Fun (2) 
3.8% 
Experience (4) (3) 
2.2% 3.4% 
Knowledge (5) (3) 
2.2% 3.4% 
Personal (3) (2) 
satisfaction 3.4% 3.8% 
6 Number of participants in each group: African n=15, Chinese n=10. CEE n=5, British n=2, 
concepts at the beginning n=189, concepts at the end n=225 
7 British participants used a variety of concepts and therefore 39 other concepts at the beginning of 
the module and 40 concepts at the end of the module are ranked in the second position 
191 
Chapter Six 

@i@ 
Self-awareness (3) 
3.4% 
Self-improvement (3) (2) 
3.4% 3.8% 
Self-limits (3) 
3.4% 
Self-actualisation (2) 
3.8% 
University (5) (2) 
2.2% 3.8% 
Own business (3) 
3% 
Money (4) 
2.2% 
Lifestyle (5) 
2.2% 
Personality (4) 
2.2% 
Useful person (5) 
2.2% 
As table 9 above shows, personal development was the most frequently 
used concept by all students, both at the beginning and at the end of the 
module (see the top of the table). This is not surprising, given that PO was 
the topic of investigation and each map had at least one concept relating 
to it. However, it was used less frequently by African participants (who 
used it nearly half as often at the end of the course). British participants 
used PO and some other concepts equally frequently - at the beginning of 
the module job and personal development were used most frequently; at 
the end career, educational qualifications and opportunities were used as 
frequently as PD. 
A concept of educational qualifications seemed to be of particular 
importance to Chinese and British participants. Family and friends were 
frequently mentioned by all the participants, hence social life proved to be 
an important area of personal development, regardless cultural 
background. However, the concepts of marriage and children were 
specifically used by Africans and highly prioritised. Moreover, only Africans 
highlighted religion (spiritual development) as an important aspect of 
development. 
CEEs were preoccupied more with self-exploration (self-awareness, self­
improvement, self-limits, personal satisfaction) and academic development 
(knowledge, experience). At the end of the module this tendency was not 
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only retained, but more concepts are added (self-actualisation, university). 
CEEs were the only participants who explicitly highlighted the notion of fun 
in learning as well as challenges in development. 
Chinese students stressed social life even more than other groups - apart 
from the concepts used by all the students (family, friends) they mentioned 
social activities and personality (beginning of the module) and relationship 
or being a socially useful person (at the end). They valued education and 
educational qualifications particularly highly. They were the only group that 
referred to money, salary and life style (in terms of the quality of life). In 
relation to career, at the beginning of the course they mentioned having 
own business as a priority; towards the end a general notion of a job was 
used more frequently. 
These data indicate that although there are some common areas of 
importance in PO for all students (education, career or family), there are 
also marked inter-group differences pointing to the areas of particular 
significance for some, but not other, groups of students (religion for African 
students, money and business for Chinese students, self-awareness, self­
realisation, self-improvement for CEE students). However, as I have 
already indicated in chapter 2, my sample was a small one and I have no 
intentions of generalising from these results. 
6.4.1.2 Links between the concepts 
According to Novak (1998), Novak and Canas (2006), Kinchin and Hay 
(2006), linkage in CMs is meaningful in terms of how central the concept 
or the group of concepts is. Usually, the more links spring from a concept, 
the more attention is given to this particular area, it is better represented 
and the author of a map has more ideas about how a given concept 
corresponds to other concepts. This does not mean that the connections 
are always clear or correct as there may be some misconceptions 
represented as well (although this relates more to maps sketched on 
factual topics in science, rather than personal topic of PO, as I suggested 
in chapter 5). Moreover, it does not guarantee the meaningfulness of all 
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connections as some links may lead to mere exemplifications of the same 
idea or some other trivial concepts. Nonetheless, they show a direction of 
relationship between the concepts and form propositional statements (in 
the way described in chapter 5). 
Figure 19 below represents the most frequently linked concepts at the 
beginning and at the end of the module. 
18.0 
16.0 
14.0 
III Beginning End 
12.0L 
10.0 
n 
8.0k 
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0.0 
Concepts 
Figure 19: The most frequently linked categories at the beginning and at 
the end of the module 
As figure 19 above shows, generally the most linked types of concepts 
were similar both times, with small differences in order. Two of them were 
exchanged for others (in place of experience and social activities at the 
beginning of the semester, relationships and social development appeared 
more frequently linked at the end - yet this is insignificant as the linkage 
still related to the area of social development and relationships). 
Educational qualifications and family were linked more often at the end, 
while friends and family (in terms of support received) at the beginning of 
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the module. Students might require less support from their families than at 
the beginning of a Masters' course and they may be thinking more about 
their qualifications and career (this was linked considerably higher at the 
end of the module) as they approach their graduation and, perhaps some 
of them, begin to plan their family life as well. 
6.4.1 .3 Categories of concepts 
I began content analysing data with the use of an Excel spreadsheet, 
constructed for this particular purpose in order to quantify concepts (and 
links) used by the participants. I looked at the concepts used within the 
whole sample as well as individually by each of the 32 students and within 
the four cultural groups. However, students used a variety of concepts in 
large numbers (189 concepts at the beginning and 225 concepts at the 
end of the module), which often related to particular themes and could be 
grouped together under fewer categories to allow more meaningful 
quantitative comparisons. For example, concepts relating to a 'career' 
theme included a wide variety of concepts, such as job, job satisfaction, 
work experience, own business, own brand, salary, promotion, job 
prospects, managerial position, choice, industry, work placement, 
coaching, retirement, employability, career change, etc. but essentially, 
they all refer to the area of professional development. 
Hence, I looked across all the concepts and assigned categories to the 
concepts of similar themes. I repeated this task systematically until a clear 
pattern of 24 categories emerged (taxonomy below in table 10 in an 
alphabetical order). This allows looking for broader tendencies within the 
data gathered. 
Table 10: Taxonomy of categories with examples of concepts 
Category Concepts (examples) 
Career Job, job satisfaction, own business, salary, promotion, 
prospects, managerial position 
Challenges Challenges, crossing boarders, discovering 
weaknesses, mistakes 
Culture Others' background, new culture, interest in culture, 
cultural knowledge 
Daily activities Extracurricular activities,Logging, playing 
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Death Death 
Dreams Achievements, expectations, goals, better future 
Education Educational qualifications, university, grades, formal & 
informal, educational progression 
Environment Positive environment, living area 
Family Family, parents, siblings, children, family sUQQort 
Feelings Love, trust, hate, jealousy 
Finances Invest, financial security, buy things, money 
Health Healthy, medical check-ups, healthy meals, exercise 
Learning Training courses, knowledge, continuous learning, 
study 
Opportu nities Opportunities, options 
Personal development Reflection, journey, feedback loop, changes, self-
discovery_ 
Personal attributes Responsible adult, determination, curiosity, interests, 
personality 
Professional Professional qualifications 
qualifications 
Relaxation Fun, de-stress 
Religion/spiritual God, spiritual activities, spiritual growth, heaven 
development 
Self-actualisation Personal growth, happiness, 'gathering fruits', self-
esteem, self-improvement, wholeness, enlightenment, 
peace 
Skills/abilities Writing, communication skills, interpersonal skills, 
listening, skills development, conflict management 
Socialisation/society Values/beliefs, status, social responsibility 
Social relations Friends, partner, helping others, social activities, 
relationships, support, arguments 
Travelling Travelling, holidays, moving countries 
As can be seen in tabie 10, some categories contain many more concepts 
than others. Categories such as career, education or personal 
development are quite 'dense' as the students included a variety of 
concepts relating to them. On the other hand, a category such as death 
has only one concept because it would not fit into any other category and 
yet, as listed by a few participants, it could not be omitted from the 
analysis. 
Like the concepts (see section 6.4.1.1), the categories were sorted based 
on the number of times the concepts featured in the CMs produced by 
each group, with the emphasis of the analYSis on the rank/position of 
category, rather than the precise percentage. If a category was used less 
that 4.9% by any of the groups it was excluded from a comparison (see 
table 11). As table 11 below indicates, there are not many large 
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differences between the types of categories used most often at the 
beginning and at the end of the course by the cultural groups. 
Table 11: Categories of concepts used by each cultural group at the beginning and end of 
the module 

Groups8/ African Chinese CEE British 

Categories Beg End Beg End Beg End Beg End 

franks & %) 

PD (1 ) (1 ) (1 ) (1) (1 ) (1 ) (1 ) (1 ) 

12.2% 11.6% 12.2% 12.2% 11.6% 11.6% 9% 8.7% 
Career 	 (2) (2) (2) (2) (2) (2) (1 ) (1 ) 
10.6% 10.1% 11% 11% 7% 7% 9% 8.7% 
Education 	 (2) (2) (2) (2) (2) (2) 
10.6% 10.1% 11% 11% 7.% 7% 
Learning 	 (1 ) (1 ) (1 ) (1 ) 
11.6% 11.6% 9% 8.7% 
Family 	 (3) (3) (3) (3) (2) (2) 
8.9% 8.5% 8.5% 8.5% 7% 7% 
Self- (4) (3) (1 ) (1 ) 
actual isation 7.3% 8.5% 11.6% 11.6% 
Social (4) (4) (3) (3) (2) (2) (1 ) 
relations 7.3% 7.8% 8.5% 8.5% 7% 7% 9% 
Religion 	 (5) (5) 
5.7% 6.2% 
Culture 	 (2) (2) 
7% 7% 
Dreams 	 (6) (6) (4) (4) 
4.9% 5.4% 6.1% 6.1% 
Personal (1 ) (1 ) 
attributes 9% 8.7% 
Skills and (1 ) (1 ) 
abilities 9% 8.7% 
Some categories appeared to be of the same frequency as others and 
they are listed under the same number, for example learning, personal 
development and self-actualisation were used equally frequently by CEE 
8 Number ofparticipants in each group: African n=15, Chinese n=10. CEE n=5, British n=2; 
concepts at the beginning n= 189, concepts at the end n=225 
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students (11.6% of codes belonged to this category) and are in the same 

first position in table 11, while for African students categories of career and 

education come in the same second position (10.6% of the total number of 

codes). 

As table 11 above shows PD comes as the most frequently used category 

for all the participants. The category of learning is used frequently only by 

CEE and British (in both cases in the most frequent position; for CEE ex 

aequo with personal development, while for British ex aequo with other 

categories). Religion appears as an important category only for Africans, 

and similarly, concepts relating to culture are used more frequently by 

CEE than any other cultural group. The British, on the other hand, were 

the only students who frequently used concepts under categories of 

personal attributes and skills/abilities. 

Personal development, career and education account for one third of the 

most frequently used categories, both at the beginning and at the end of 

the course. Similarly, family, self-actualisation and social relations, 

learning and dreams account for the second third. If personal development 

is excluded from the analysis the above 7 categories account for over 50% 

of all used categories. 

Generally, the area of employability (career), education and learning, and 

social life (family, social relations) were the most important in personal 

development. The category of dreams include students' visions and 

desires in all of the above areas and seems to indicate that personal 

development is about striving to realise those dreams. 

6.4.1 .4 Links between the categories 
The most frequently linked categories in total (at the beginning and end of 
the module) include PO, career, education, self-actualisation (concept 
used commonly by the participants but not unpacked by them in terms of a 
precise meaning), social relations, learning, family, and dreams. They are 
shown in figure 20 below. 
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Figure 20: The most frequently linked categories in total at the beginning 
and end of the module 
The same categories were the most frequently linked at the beginning and 
at the end of the module, with slight changes in hierarchy only. They 
represent 73.7% (at the beginning) and 74.8% (at the end) of the most 
linked categories in total. PO was the most frequently linked of all the 
categories - not surprisingly, as it was the main topic of investigation. 
Excluding PO, the above 7 categories (out of 24) represent 55.3% (at the 
beginning) and 56.6% (at the end of the module) of the most frequently 
linked categories. One third of the links included personal development 
and career (30.8% at the beginning and 30.5% at the end), indicating that 
these areas were the most prominent in the students' maps. Career, 
education and dreams were linked more frequently (while learning was 
linked less frequently) at the end of the module, indicating students' 
orientation towards future - their goals and professional and academic 
ambitions, rather than learning per se. Self-actualisation was another 
category linked less frequently at the end of the module - this is harder to 
explain but perhaps the students were turning more outwards, rather than 
inwards, thinking about tangible goals in their professional development, 
rather than more general self-realisation and self-exploration. 
199 
Chapter Six 
il!$fo1 
The most frequently used categories and the most frequently linked 
categories were practically the same (apart from learning which was linked 
less frequently at the end of the module). This indicates that not only the 
above 7 categories are the most important in the students' descriptions of 
personal development, they also have more concepts linked to them ­
hence they are more central and better represented than other less 
frequently linked categories. Table 12 below presents the most frequently 
linked categories at the beginning and at the end of the module by each of 
the four groups. 
Table 12: The most frequently linked categories by each cultural group at 
the beginning and at the end of the module 
Groups9/ African Chinese CEE British 
Most linked Beg End Beg End Beg End Beg End 
categories 
(ranks & %) 
Career (1 ) (1 ) (1 ) (1 ) (3) (2) (3) 
13.8% 11.8% 16% 13.2% 6% 6.25% 6.5% 
Education (3) (2) (2) (2) (5) (3) (2) 
8.8% 10.3% 11% 11.3% 5.2% 5.5% 9.7% 
Social (3) (3) (3) (3) (3) (3) 
relations 8.8% 7.5% 8.6% 10% 7.1% 6% 
Religion (5) (4) 
4.3% 6.4% 
Self­ (4) (5) (5) (4) (1 ) (1 ) (2) 
actualisation 6.3% 5.8% 6.3% 6.8% 22% 9.4% 6.25% 
Family (2) (6) (6) (2) (4) 
10.4% 5.6% 5.7% 11.3% 6.5% 
Learning (4) (5) (2) (5) 
7.6% 5.8% 11% 4.8% 
Skills/abilities (7) (1 ) (2) 
5% 9.4% 6.25% 
Challenges (2) 
6.8% 
Personal (2) 
attributes 6.8% 
Finances (7) (6) 
5% 5.2% 
Dreams (1 ) 
18.5% 
Daily (1 ) (4) 
activities 8.6% 5.6% 
These data indicates some differences between the four groups. 
9 Number ofparticipants in each group: African n=15, Chinese n=10. eEB n=5, British n=2, 
concepts at the beginning n=189, concepts at the end n=225 
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For African students the most linked categories were almost the same at 
the beginning and end of the module, with an exception of religion (more 
frequently linked at the end of the module) and family (less frequently 
linked at the end of the module). Career and education were the most 
linked categories, both for African and Chinese participants in this study. 
Religion is the category used exclusively by African students both at the 
beginning and end of the module, indicating centrality of spiritual 
development in PO for these students. 
Chinese students linked career with other categories even more often than 
personal development, which is unusual as PO was the topic of 
investigation, and for all other groups of students it was the most 
frequently linked category. This indicates that Chinese participants in this 
study were quite strongly career oriented, but, as the time passed, they 
started concentrating more on family issues as well (family was not among 
most linked categories but at the end of the course it came in the second 
position, together with education). 
CEE students linked PO most frequently and other categories were used 
substantially less. Self-actualisation was the most frequently linked 
category both at the beginning (22%) and at the end of the module (9.4%). 
Skills/abilities was a much more frequently linked category at the end of 
the module (9.4%, as opposed to 2.6%). Learning, which was frequently 
linked at the beginning of the module was linked less frequently at the end 
and is not included in table 12 above. The same applies to the category of 
family. Challenges, personal attributes and career were linked more often 
at the end of the module than at the beginning. It seems that CEE 
participants in this study were quite strongly self-oriented - concentrated 
on self-actualisation, their own skills/abilities, personal attributes and 
challenges they needed to face. Such a tendency differentiated them from 
all the other groups. I have reflected on these observed tendencies 
elsewhere, specifically the socio-historical and educational factors that 
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might influence CEE attitudes to learning and personal development 
(Jankowska, 2011). 
For British students (similarly to CEE) personal development, alone, 
accounts for one third of the most linked categories at both times. A 
category of dreams was not frequently linked at the beginning, but at the 
end of the course it accounted for 18.5% of all used categories. Hence PO 
and dreams account for half of the most frequently linked categories at the 
end of the module (49.6%). The order of other categories changed as well, 
and for example daily activities, self-actualisation, personal attributes and 
skills/abilities were the categories linked less than before. 
6.4.1.5 Limitations of using concept mapping for cross-cultural 
comparisons 
Although the analysis of CMs sketched by 32 participants from the 
Masters 'Communication in Business' module casts some light on the 
hierarchy of importance ascribed to different concepts within personal 
development and indicates both general trends in the whole group as well 
as some interesting inter-group differences, I am aware of the limitations 
of this type of analysis. The sample is too small to permit any sophisticated 
quantitative analysis and there are significant differences in the numbers 
of students within each cultural group - for example, there were 15 African 
but only 2 British participants in this sample. This is because MSc courses 
in the Business School at the UoB attract a large number of international 
students and in this particular cohort of students there were only 2 British 
students. Moreover, these 2 British students represented another level of 
diversity, typical for the UoB student population (61 % of full-time 
postgraduate students enrolled in 2011/12 academic year are mature, 
29.6% part-time and 70.5% are from non-White ethnic groups, with Indian 
students forming the largest group - 38.82%, data obtained from 
Managementinformation at the UoB, personal correspondence, 31 
October 2012). One was a mature male student with a responsibility for a 
young family and an established career and wealth of experience 
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(educated, worked and lived in the UK all his life). Another one was half 
British, half Cypriot, younger female, without much work experience or 
family responsibilities (educated to a secondary level outside of the UK). 
Moreover, although the observed tendencies are interesting, due to a 
small sample and my awareness of cultural, ethnic, social and many other 
possible differences within each of the groups, limited generalizability of 
these results is possible. Therefore, these results should be treated with 
caution and any conclusions viewed as relevant to this particular cohort 
and context alone (Business MSc studies at the UoB). 
Furthermore, as I explained in chapter 1, as my research progressed, I 
became more awaJe of cultural complexities and difficulties inherent in 
cross-cultural comparisons, more realistic about what I could achieve 
within this project, more concerned about methodological coherence and, 
above all, more interested in individual perceptions, representations, 
understandings and experiences of personal development and PDP. 
Hence, further sections of this chapter aim to capture individual data from 
a more phenomenological perspective. 
6.4.2 Findings from a case study analysis of individual students' eMs 
As I have explained in section 5.2, eleven students took part in the 
interviews that followed the concept mapping classroom activity. This 
section presents some of the findings from the maps sketched by these 
eleven students at the beginning and end of the semester (22 maps in 
total), offering an insight into individual students' understandings of PO 
and its progression over the course of the module. 
Although previous research (Novak, 1998; Kinchin, Hay & Adams, 2000; 
Kay, Kinchin, 2006; Hay, 2007) has shown a clear division between 3 
various structures (chains, spokes, nets) and between 3 various outcomes 
of learning: non-learning, rote learning and meaningful learning (see 
chapter 5), it became apparent to me that those kind of typologies might 
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be more useful in approaching academic subjects (where the instruction of 
the main concepts can be more easily outlined and monitored). The 
process of 'learning' about personal development is much more vague, 
intangible and difficult to pin down and these classifications may become 
more blurred or even, in some instances, irrelevant. For example, 
according to Novak's theory, the lack of cognitive change (lack of new 
concepts and new links) suggests non-learning, while the addition of some 
new knowledge, without linking it to the pre-existing knowledge, indicates 
rote learning. As the examples and commentaries below show, this does 
not always apply to an individual's knowledge of personal development. 
Below I present four examples of the maps students sketched at the 
beginning and at the end of the module and offer commentaries (in total 8 
eMs; the remaining 14 eMs' analysis can be found in appendix 6). As 
from the beginning of this research project I was interested in how 
students coming from different cultural backgrounds understood PO and 
PDP, I include examples of CMs from each of the four broad cultural 
groups (later, in chapter 7, I present the interviews' analysis corresponding 
to the maps I present in this chapter. 
Aneta (CEE) 
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Figure 21: Aneta's first map 
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Things I neBd to 1To find out what are the Skrlls I have now14 Imprcm 
And Is about 
/ 
/~ whichListening less tatking 
and more 
, It is not one process ,PERSONAL 
but continuous circle Skrlls I needDEVn OPMENT i8e open (10 Is about Then look at eyer\'lhn\! end Is about \. / 
eve, vone ar 00"ld mel what skills Iunderstanding \~
need to achieve my 
those goals 
To be able to set myPassions (things I I & life values Goals an lifeIrkedOing) 
Figure 22: Aneta's second map 
Both Aneta's maps contain similar concepts although they are expressed 
in a slightly different way. The concepts in the second map are articulated 
using more professional terms (skills, goals, life values, passions), than 
those used in the first map ('knowing what I can and can't do', 'head the 
right directions'), as if Aneta had acquired a new way of expressing POP­
related ideas. Both her maps are spokes; however, the second map can 
be classified more as a spoke/net due to the central concept of PO being a 
continuous circle articulated through the shape of the drawing. The second 
map underlines the student's deeper understanding of the cyclical nature 
of PO processes and the need for continuous improvement (which was not 
so clearly formulated in her first map). Although the concept of self­
awareness is not directly expressed in the second map, its elements are 
present in other concepts (and links) in the second map as well. 
Although, at first glance, it seems that there is no significant change in the 
structure and linkage of both maps, the second map represents a more 
developed, cohesive and clear vision of personal development as if the 
student had acquired both the knowledge and new language to express 
her concepts and the ability to organise her conceptual vision in a more 
thought-through way. Such a change, in Novak's terms, would be most. 
likely classified as meaningful learning. 
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Mike (British) 
Figure 23: Mike's first map 
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Figure 24: Mike's second map 
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Mike enjoyed creating both concept maps and made several remarks 
about their relevance and usefulness to his studies and life. He also 
explained that he reflected on the task in depth, and this, in turn, facilitated 
changes introduced to his second map. 
Mike's language resembled the POP language used by staff (described in 
chapter 4). This is most likely to be due to the years of work (and CPO) 
and life experience as well as his interest in the field of human 
management and development. 
Mike's first map was a spoke, but a much richer spoke than any other 
students, with rich linkage (multidirectional as well). His second map can 
be difficult to classify as Mike did not follow the concept mapping rules and 
tried to represent his vision of personal development in a form of the 
journey from point A to B, with possible diversions, loops, factors and 
goals. However, the richness of the concepts and their interconnections fit 
the definition of a net. 
Both of Mike's maps were much more developed in comparison to his 
peers and reflected his reflexivity. They both concentrated significantly on 
areas of career development and education; the first map also 
incorporated self-awareness and reflection about inner and public self. 
The second map represented a more personalised journey, although still 
concentrated on career and education. 
In his first map, Mike described PO as a 'logical process', which can be 
'possibly non-linear' and 'individual (unique)'. He also highlighted the 
importance of feedback and review in this process. In his second map, 
Mike defined PO as a 'journey of self-discovery', which is continuous and 
clearly non-linear. Therefore he seemed to have gained more assurance 
about the non-linearity of the process. 
In his second map Mike referred to establishing goals, both 'ultimate goal' 
(such as being 'CEO of multinational [company]' in terms of career or 
'truth, enlightenment, peace and wholeness' in terms of 'personal 
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development goals' and 'financial goals') and milestone/goals. Mike 
highlighted the importance of goals and planning in the follow-up interview 
but explained that it is 'difficult to make a plan unless you know what you 
want to achieve'. He underlined the importance of taking 'small steps' and 
'incremental changes' and having a 'positive reinforcement'. Mike also was 
clear about his wishes (having 'options' and 'want[ing] to work for 
companies for 5 years and then move up/on'). He kept the 'ultimate goal' 
in his mind and believed it is important to try to achieve it, but he was also 
aware that he might need to take an alternative route (route C in the 
second map). Moreover, in the second map Mike also highlighted a crucial 
role of mistakes or failures in development, as by re-doing things we can 
learn more (feedback is seen as an important source in one's effort to 
improve). 
Although, at first glance, Mike's second map may look less developed 
(with fewer concepts as well), I perceive it as more thought-through and 
developed. The concepts from the first map were incorporated into a 
cohesive vision represented in the second map as if Mike made more 
sense of them (personalised the concepts acquired in the course of 
studying and working). 
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Figure 25 : Mej 's first map 
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Figure 26: Mei's second map 
Mei's first map was a spoke, with one net-like branch - one concept was 
interlinked with four other concepts to create a more complex and richer 
area. Her second map had more features of a net, with more concepts and 
a richer linkage between them. However, the concepts evolved around the 
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ones derived from the first map and seemed to be just thought-through 
more carefully, interlinked in a more meaningful way and presented in a 
more organised way. 
In Mei's first map, a key concept (the only one interlinked with the other 
four concepts) was the one of usefulness in the society. This concept 
disappeared in the second map, as well as another one linked to it ­
forgiving others' faults. And although Mei's second map still revealed the 
importance of social life, especially family connections and friendship, 
there were new concepts added in her second map ('go to pubs', 
'travelling', 'job development', 'buy things which I like', 'learn different 
culture'). In her second map, the density of ideas related to self­
development was greater and there was a shift towards self-improvement 
for herself, not for others. This is in contrast to the ideas expressed in the 
first map, which evolved around self-improvement for the sake of serving 
others. 
The noticeable changes in her maps suggest the tendency to experiment 
with new ideas coming from a different culture. Mei might have tried out 
new things and activities, which perhaps were not so common or 
accessible for her before. She might have been in a transition point where 
her own culture clashed with a Western one and led to an incorporation of 
more individualistic aspects. Some of those 'new things' were connected 
with the culture of consumption (rather superficial), but she also 
incorporated a new concept of a 'job developmenf. 
Although there are few structural changes, Mei slightly shifted 
conceptually (though many concepts are still superficial). Mej's maps are 
an example of a change that perhaps just started happening and is not 
fully reflected in the maps, hence it is difficult to classify it using Novak's 
typology. 
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Akili (African ) 
Figure 27: Akili 's fi rst map10 
10 *This participant drew a map of a mountain by hand but in order to 
transfer it to an electronic version I had to map the data onto a ready­
made picture. 
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Figure 28: Akili's second map11 
Akili's maps posed a challenge for analysis as she used two different 
metaphors (drawings) for the two concept maps (hence some of the 
concepts differ). However, the overall feel of understanding of PO as a 
lengthy process was similar in both maps. 
Akili's first map represented a mountain, where PO was compared to the 
process of climbing. Reaching the top of the mountain gives a feeling of 
satisfaction and allows 'fruit' gathering ('career development' and 'social 
and culture satisfaction'). PO is also equated with learning processes, and 
11 *This participant drew a map in the form of a tree by hand but in order to 
transfer it to an electronic version I had to map the data onto a ready­
made picture 
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influenced by factors such as age, resources, coaching and technology. 
On the way to the top there are challenges, represented in this map by 
clouds, rain, thunderstorms and floods. Akili commented later (in the 
interview) that reaching the peak, however, is not the end of the journey as 
the whole process is a cyclical one - after reaching one mountain a person 
needs to set off for another one, and in this way more experience is being 
gathered. 
The second map was a metaphor of growing a tree. PO here is planted 
with a seed of personal desire and the journey up to the top (gathering 
fruit) is fuelled with determination to achieve and ambition in life. 
Communication seems to be an important process facilitating the growth 
(both internal communication with self and with others). On the way to the 
top one gathers knowledge, skills and experience (through exchange with 
others). The fruits here are not only concerned with a good career and 
social life and culture, but also spiritual development and technological 
advancement. Career in this map is related also to qualifications and may 
mean employment or self-employment. Technological advancement in her 
first map was one of the factors in the development, while in the second 
map it is a consequence of development (and going with the pace of the 
world). 
Akili also made an observation that 'fruits are different to different people 
according to their personal desire'. 
There is no explicit notion of cyclical development in the second map, but 
this may be due to the metaphor used, rather than a change in Akili's 
beliefs. 
Both maps are rich and represent a cohesive vision of PD. The second 
map introduced some more professional language ('personal desire', 
'ambition', 'communication', 'knowledge', 'skills', and 'experience'), but 
lacked some of the concepts from the first map, especially the idea of 
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development being cyclical, the challenges on the way and some factors, 
which play an important role in the process. 
Such maps pose challenges for analysis as Akili did not follow the 
instructions and came up with something between a CM and a drawing. 
Therefore it is more difficult to look at the structure or linkage of the 'maps' 
and classify them according to Novak's typologies (chain/spoke/net, non­
learning/rote-Iearning/meaningfullearning). 
However, from a research point of view, these maps may indicate Akili's 
readiness to challenge instructions and produce something that suits her 
imagination and way of expressing her ideas. Creating metaphors may 
require more reflection, or more engagement in thinking it through, good 
presentation and the will to get the story across, perhaps more than a 
network could convey. 
6.4.3 Discussion 
According to previous research (Novak, 1998, Kinchin, Hay & Adams, 
2000, Kay, Kinchin, 2006, Hay, 2007) the structure of a concept map is a 
good indicator of understanding of the topic at hand. Through this 
research I have come to believe that although this may be a general 
indicator, giving an idea of students' concepts and the complexity of 
relationships between them, it is also an overgeneralisation and should be 
treated with caution. In my research chain-like structures were rarely seen 
in students' work on PD. This may be because students have probably 
already spent some time thinking about PO and their goals (they had 
made some important decisions in life, such as for example continuing 
education at university). They were most likely involved in some form of 
reflection about self, skills, abilities, interests, personal fit for the future 
career, even if it was done more implicitly rather than as a structured, 
conscious reflection. 
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The students sketched more complex structures like spokes or nets, which 
are easier to develop or amend. The majority of them represented their 
knowledge in the form of a spoke, which often became a more complex, 
developed spoke or a net in the following map, therefore showing the 
move towards a more developed understanding of PD. 
However, in the light of data gathered from this study, I was not convinced 
that the lack of structural change (or minimal change) can indicate non­
learning or rote learning. Although every learning process is a complex 
one, the process of developing personally may be a much more 
complicated one - non-linear, prone to change due to life circumstances, 
difficult to capture and measure, sometimes marked with the periods of 
regression, stagnation, transition or reaching dead-ends. Perhaps, at 
times, a learner may need to step back and revisit her opinions and beliefs 
in order to be able to progress further. Therefore, even the disappearance 
of some concepts leading to a less complex map (with fewer concepts and 
links) may not be a sign of regression. It might be that what on the surface 
looks like a simple representation, can contain more complex or 'meta­
concepts' capturing knowledge in a succinct form. It is possible that 
through organisation and simplification of the concepts learners are able to 
provide a clear, coherent representation of their personal knowledge, 
without going into details. The model of PDP used at the UoB (presented 
in figure 10) is such a simplification of a very complex and detailed 'shared 
vision' of the staff involved in implementation and propagation of PDP (see 
figure 9), drafted in a way that was felt to be succinct, yet communicating 
the key points, in a clear, visually captivating form. 
It might also be possible that the representation of the knowledge in such 
a personal, intangible subject as personal development is more prone to 
being influenced by contextual, external conditions and internal states ­
the level of personal exposure may depend on who it is presented to, 
when, where and for what purpose. 
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In some cases, concept maps which, according to the existing typology, 
should be classified as non-learning can actually be a sign of a stable, 
well-developed and cohesive knowledge of the subject. In such instances, 
a person may have a clear 'vision' of their personal development and this 
will not change easily (Masha, see appendix 6). This, I think, is something 
that differentiates the topic of PO from other, more 'definite', content­
specific subjects. It can be argued that within every subject there are key 
concepts that a student has to acquire in order to grasp the subject 
knowledge and progress in her learning. In that case, a move from a less 
developed to a more complex structure of a map, with more concepts and 
more meaningful links would indicate an epistemological progression. 
However, in PO there is no definite number of concepts that need to be 
acquired, and neither is there a 'right' or 'wrong' answer to what PO should 
entail. Moreover, there should be more focus on the process, rather than a 
finished product - a number of concepts acquired. There is a group of 
concepts which seem to be important for the subject of PDP in the British 
educational system, but even this can be contested as they may not be 
equally relevant or useful to the students of other cultural backgrounds 
(and vice versa) - for example an idea of spiritual development being 
important to PO, as represented by several African students in this 
research project does not usually feature in institutional approaches to 
PDP. Furthermore, the consensus on what concepts are core in PO and 
PDP is not easy to achieve (even among academics, charged with the 
responsibility of propagating PDP, as I documented in chapter 5). 
Therefore, it is difficult to specify exactly what every student needs to 
know and achieve in the area of PO, as every individual is different and his 
or her personal development goals will be different as well. In scientific 
fields, it may be easier to define the ultimate set of concepts which need to 
be acquired, so that the student can comprehend a particular area of a 
study. It might also be easier to target the 'threshold concepts' (Meyer & 
Land, 2005) - concepts that are crucial for understanding a subject in 
question. Once they have been grasped and mastered, a student can 
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move onto the next level. The threshold concepts also trigger change in 
the learner and in that sense the learner is transformed and cannot go 
back through the threshold. It may be more difficult to identify (and agree) 
on key concepts in PDP as ultimately it is up to every student to decide 
how far they travel in the process. On the other hand, some students 
commented on their need for more structure, support, tools and directions 
in order to progress with their personal development and recognised that 
concept mapping can be a valuable tool, supporting their reflection - an 
idea I elaborate on further in the next section. 
6.4.4 Moving forward - socially mediated concept mapping 
All but one of the students (Masha) was positive about using CMs. They 
felt that the task engaged them cognitively and provided space to pause in 
their lives and reflect on aspects they rarely have an opportunity to explain 
and discuss with others. Several students reported feeling so submerged 
in the task of concept mapping that they became unaware of the time and 
surroundings (which Csikszentmihalyi, 2008, refers to as the state of flow). 
They suggested that participating in such an activity could be beneficial to 
other students. 
Such comments led me to reflect on the usefulness of concept mapping 
not only as a research technique, but also potentially as a tool for 
reflection, which could offer a way of capturing and structuring ideas and 
(if done repeatedly), provide an opportunity to document a personal 
development journey and reflect on changes. These thoughts, 
strengthened by my interaction with the literature on social construction of 
learning (Vygotsky, 1978; Raymond, 2000), meaningful learning (Ausubel 
et aI, 1978; Novak, 1998), transformative learning (Mezirow, 1991, 2000), 
threshold concepts (Meyer & Land, 2003, 2005, 2006, 2010; Cousin, 
2006,2010) and reflection (Moon, 1991,2001) as well as a growing body 
of research on difficulties with reflection and development of meta­
cognitive skills (Tomlinson, 1999; Bleakley, 2000; Eraut, 2000; Clegg, 
2004; Clegg and Bradley, 2006a) supported my argument that there is a 
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need for structured tools which could 'scaffold' students' reflection. 
Although such structured reflection can be seen as the first step (internal 
dialogue with self), I also grew to believe that a further discussion (social 
exchange) on the constructed map can deepen students' reflection and 
perhaps open their eyes to other ideas or opportu nities. The eleven 
interviewed students (further discussion on the interviews is provided in 
this and the following chapter) highlighted the importance of having had a 
conversation (with the interviewer), which helped them further clarify and 
reflect on their ideas from the maps. Their overly positive experience with 
eMs can be contrasted with less positive experience noted in the whole 
cohort of students on the 'Communication in Business' module (see table 
below, Smart & Jankowska, 2008, unpublished data on the evaluation of 
various elements introduced in this module). 
Table 13: Evaluation of concept maps - data from the whole cohort12 
Sketching a concept map helped me in thinking about my personal, academic 
and career development. 
Scale/ Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Gender agree disagree 
Female 11.11% 40.74% 27.78% 12.69% 7.41% 
Male 4.88% 43.90% 26.83% 17.07% 7.32% 
Although over 50% of female and male students in this cohort found eMs 
very useful or useful in their thinking about PDP, over 20% of females and 
over 24% of males felt that it did not support their thinking about PDP. We 
used KEEPad Interactive PowerPoint as a tool to collect and report data in 
an interactive way during the evaluation session (last session of the 
module). This technology allows students to vote (anonymously) and 
provides instant feedback projected on a white board. As a result we were 
able to discuss the results with the students in the very same session. 
Projected answers to the above question evoked a discussion between 
some students and suggested that those who experienced concept 
mapping only as a classroom activity, without a follow-up conversation and 
an opportunity to further discuss, clarify and elaborate on their ideas, 
12 123 students in total 
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found the tool less useful than those who participated in the interviews or 
reflected on this task further in their blogs and learning journals. 
With this in mind I proposed that concept mapping may be used as a 
valuable tool supporting students' reflection and meaning-making and 
used as a socially mediated activity to provide students with the space for 
a discussion (Jankowska, 2010). In this article (ibid) I proposed a two-step 
process in which students would first engage in sketching a map to 
externalise their ideas about personal development and then discuss it 
(either with a tutor/peer or in a group) to further clarify and exchange their 
ideas. I suggested a list of questions which could act as prompts for a 
discussion about students' development. Ideally this task should be 
repeated at various stages of study (at the beginning and end of a unit or 
year) to support an integrated, cyclical process of PD. 
Since the publication of the article I further reflected on the use of CMs in 
research and PDP, prompted by my own practice and discussions with my 
colleagues who started using this tool in their work with students (for 
example Petrova, 2010), and have realised that there are further 
limitations of this method. Firstly, sketching a CM is an intellectually 
demanding activity and not all students may be cognitively able to engage 
in it. Secondly, some students may feel reluctant or threatened by the 
prospect of sharing their personal thoughts, goals, desires or ambitions 
with others, and therefore should have an option to withdraw from this 
activity. 
Although I recognise that concept mapping may not be a useful activity for 
all the students, in my opinion a lot of students can benefit from such an 
opportunity for structured reflection and socially mediated dialogue about 
their PO and PDP. The realisation that a method of gathering data such as 
concept mapping can become a valuable tool supporting students' 
reflection was an unintended but a significant outcome of my research. 
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The following section will discuss my first attempt at analysing the 
interviews with the use of grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; 
Strauss & Corbin, 1998), explain my growing dissatisfaction with this 
method and provide a rationale for adding a further (narrative) layer of the 
analysis. 
6.5 Interviews- grounded theory in action 
This section presents my initial approach to the analysis of the eleven 
interviews with the stUdents that drew the CMs described in the previous 
section. My approach started with systematical coding and categorising, 
initially drawing loosely on the GT approach - more on Strauss and 
Corbin'S (1998) version ('Staraussian paradigm') than the original work of 
Glaser'S (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, 'Glaserian paradigm'). However, as I 
describe further in this chapter, in my analytical labour I intellectually and 
practically grappled with several aspects of both Straussian and Glaserian 
approaches and shifted towards Charmaz's constructivist grounded theory 
(2006, 2011 ). 
6.5.1 Grounded theory - moving towards a more constructivist version 
As described in chapter 1, once I made a decision that I wanted to engage 
in qualitative research, I needed to establish how I would analyse my data. 
My initial reading of literature comparing various methods (Smith, Harre & 
Van Langenhove, 1995; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007) and my 
supervisor's recommendation oriented me towards grounded theory 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967) as a good approach to investigate social 
problems or situations to which people have to adapt (Corbin & Strauss, 
2008). As Corbin and Strauss (2008) highlight, GT supports the move from 
a mere description of a phenomenon to an understanding of the process 
by which the phenomenon is happening. As I was interested in the 
processes of personal development and change as a result of having to 
adapt to a new system of education and interaction with PDP activities, the 
GT approach seemed to be a suitable vehicle for analysis of the data. 
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My initial reading of GT (Glaserian version, Glaser & Strauss, 1967) was 
an overwhelmingly confusing experience. Not only did I find its language 
unapproachable and highly abstract, but more importantly I experienced a 
dissonance between what I felt to be a more positivistic epistemological 
orientation than my own thinking about my particular research project 
(further confirmed by the additional reading, Charmaz, 2011), explicated, 
for example, by Glaserian's idea to 'create abstractions removed from 
particularities of time, space and situation' (Charmaz, 2011, p.168). This 
was incompatible with my own aim to offer interpretive understandings 
located in a particular context, time and situation. Charmaz (2000) argues 
that Glaser's version of GT is essentially positivistic as it assumes 'an 
objective, external reality, a neutral observer who discovers data, 
reductionist inquiry of manageable research problems, and objectivitist 
rendering of data' (p.510). This felt at odds with my growing interest in 
subjective reading of reality, co-construction of research and the 
importance of the researcher's own positioning and biography, which I 
believed, inevitably influences the analysis of data (see chapter 2). 
Moreover, in my view, the Glaserian approach did not provide explicit 
guidelines for data analysis, which left me feeling uncertain about how 
exactly I should proceed. It was not until much later in my reading of the 
literature that I encountered ideas suggesting that while the Glaserian 
approach to analysis could be viewed as more open and even liberating, 
there was a concern that it may, instead of making analYSis easier, make it 
more difficult and can move it down 'irrelevant paths which effectively [can 
close] off the research' (Heath & Cowley, 2004, p.148). On the other hand, 
a more prescriptive and detailed 'Straussian approach', I learned, was 
referred to as 'the technical tail beginning to wag the theoretical dog' 
(Melia, 1996, p.376) and as preconceived and rule-bound (Atkinson, 
Coffey & Delamont, 2003, Charmaz, 2011). Yet for me, an inexperienced 
researcher approaching this kind of analYSis for the first time, these were 
not initial concerns, hence I felt attracted to, what I viewed, a clearer set of 
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guidelines for data analysis (in line with Heath & Cowley's prediction, 
2004). 
More recent work (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) reflects a shift toward a more 
social constructivist ontology which is more compatible with my positioning 
and thinking about research. It acknowledges that 'concepts and theories 
are constructed by researchers out of stories that are constructed by 
research participants' (ibid, p.1 0) and situated within a broader context 
that may influence the studied phenomenon. Although this approach also 
aims to produce a theory (the main aim of the 'Glaserian approach'), it 
does not aim at an objective, timeless and space-less theory applicable to 
any version of the phenomenon. Instead, it advocates a theory that is 
relevant to a particular set of circumstances and influences practice. 
Producing a theory was something that seemed like an insurmountable 
challenge for me. Hence, Corbin and Strauss' (2008) suggestion that not 
every study will (and should) aim to build theory as good descriptions may 
also be useful for practice, was somewhat of a relief. 
Having established that I should aim for a more constructivist version of 
GT as well as aim for building some form of a theory (but keeping in mind 
that a useful description may be something I may settle on), I engaged in 
transcribing the recorded eleven interviews and the process of coding. I 
read and re-read the transcripts several times, noting the main themes 
and hand-writing notes on the hard copies before I transferred them to 
ATLAS.ti - the qualitative data analysis and research software. This was a 
lengthy process aimed at reduction of data to a manageable, workable set 
for interpretation. As Coffey and Atkinson (1996) explain 
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the segmenting and coding of data are often taken-for-granted parts of the 
qualitative research process ... to organise. manage and retrieve the most 
meaningful bits of data. The usual way of going about this is by assigning tags or 
labels to data based on our concepts. Essentially, what we are doing in these 
instances is condensing the bulk of our data sets into analysable units by creating 
categories with and from our data. This process is usually referred to as coding 
(p.26). 
I initially adopted an 'open' system of coding - 'the analytic process 
through which concepts are identified and their properties and dimensions 
are discovered in data' (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.10). As I went along, I 
thought this was a straightforward task and I ended up with what I thought 
to be a workable set of codes. However, I soon realised that my codes 
were perhaps too abstract and quite detached from the particular 
instances of the phenomenon to which they referred. I felt I was losing 
touch with my data and this level of generalisation was not helpful. To give 
an example, I had assigned to my data codes such as 'family' or 
'education', which could tell very little about the chunks of the data they 
referred to (they were more like broad concepts, rather than specific 
codes). It was a rather frustrating experience (taken the time and effort 
spent on coding) and I felt disheartened and discouraged as I reached a 
dead-end. This experience prompted my next turn to the qualitative 
research literature and culminated in a 'discovery' of Charmaz's (1995, 
2000,2006, 2011) constructivist grounded theory. Apart from fitting my 
ontological and epistemological position and a much more approachable, 
clear and jargon-limited description of the method, the approach promoted 
by Charmaz provided a very detailed set of procedures for coding 
(Charmaz, 1995). It advocated a close line-by-line coding 'which keeps 
you close to the data. Through line-by-line coding, you begin to build your 
analysis from the ground up without taking off on theoretical flights of 
fancy' (Charmaz, 1995, p.37). Charmaz (1995) also argued that this kind 
of coding can force a researcher to see data in new ways and see the 
familiar in an unfamiliar light, which can help a researcher gain distance 
from her own and the 'participants' taken-for-granted assumptions about 
the material' (p.38). This sounded promising as a possible solution to my 
first too general and abstract coding. I took to this method rather 
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evangelically and this approach took me to the other end of the spectrum 
of research experience with GT, where, by the time I noticed, I produced 
over 1200 codes - the amount that was far from manageable. It was not 
until later, when I discovered in 8ryman's (2004) writing that line-by-line 
coding advocated by Charmaz 'will almost certainly result in proliferation of 
codes' (p.411). Yet, this experience also brought me closer to my data, 
sensitised me to several themes and focused my analysis to some extent. 
6.5.2 Grounded theory - snapshots of analytical process 
Many of the codes I assigned were specific instances, examples or details 
of bigger concepts. For instance, several students spoke about asking 
questions in terms of: something important in learning, something that 
puzzled them (was different to the way they asked questions back home), 
people they turn to and observations on their (un)helpfulness (for example 
lecturers who do not really want to answer any questions), emotions that 
asking questions evoke (being afraid to ask questions), perceptions that 
questions were more welcomed here than back home, and procedures 
and spaces for socially acceptable ways of asking questions (raising a 
hand, standing up, asking only outside the classroom). Hence I had small 
lists of codes relating to bigger, more inclusive concepts (such as, for 
example 'asking questions'). 
Line-by-line coding was also useful in identifying processes, actions and 
beliefs that my interlocutors disclosed. It allowed me to stay close to the 
data. I began making analytical sense of the material by asking myself 
what I see in the text (Charmaz, 1995). In the example below I traced 
Precious' beliefs on the importance of education (leading to career 
progression), the importance of choosing (implicit in the passage below) 
and following one's own path and the importance of satisfaction from work 
and further development through sharing of one's own knowledge and 
experience. 
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Table 14: Example of line-by-line coding 
Verbatim transcript 
ok, I guess, uhm, personal 
development is, uhm, where I 
see myself or where I want 
myself to head to 
more like ( .. ) ok, like (.) uhm, to 
me I know education is very 
important 
Education ( ..) that's why I'm 
majoring in business (.) I mean 
because I want to have more of 
the business sense 
then business ( .. ) get a job 
And utmost in getting a job is 
having a job satisfaction 
actually I was working before I 
came here yeah? ( .. ) so (I don't 
know) which was interesting 
motivation doing the same thing 
over and over I saw motivation 
was lower (.) I want job 
satisfaction and I want also to be 
able to (.) train people 
yeah, yeah], train people (than 
develop) in that way ( ..) 
Codes 
PD - finding and following a direction in life 
Education is very important 
Linking education and career through 
interests and identification with a chosen 
field 
Education leading to an increased 'sense' of 
one's field 
Education leading to gaining employment in 
a chosen field 
Gaining satisfaction from work is important 
Having prior work experience 
Repetitive work decreasing satisfaction 
Wanting job satisfaction 
Wanting to train other people 
PD through training/ teaching others 
(passing knowledge onto others} 
As Charmaz (1995) explains, initial codes often refer to a variety of topics 
and even a short passage may relate to several points. Hence a 
researcher can use it to illustrate several different concepts or broader 
categories. In the above example I could use this excerpt to highlight a 
particular importance ascribed to education, especially in relation to 
employability and the value and respect for education that many students 
pointed to. I could also use it to talk about the need to find and follow one's 
own path, which can lead to further education in the field (which, in turn, 
can give a better 'sense' of the chosen field). I could highlight the 
importance of satisfaction and feeling of fulfilment and provide a warning 
that, for some people, repetitive, boring work may, with time, decrease this 
satisfaction and therefore suggest that it may be important to provide them 
with new tasks and challenges in their daily work. When viewed from a 
perspective of other interviews, the excerpt may also be seen as 
contributing to several African interviewees' ideas of social responsibility 
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through 'giving back to a society' by passing education (and training) onto 
others (although this is not explicitly stated in this excerpt, other interviews 
cast light on this issue and allowed me to link perhaps less obvious parts 
of this and other interviews to a broader tendency observed in the data; 
further discussion in chapter 7). 
I began noticing various processes, assumptions and actions in the data 
subsumed under the codes (Charmaz, 1995) and recording them in 
'memos' - notes to myself on what I was seeing in the data. This helped 
me in looking for patterns, initially focussing on individual transcripts and 
noting down codes, instances and examples of possibly important aspects 
of the data and then cross-checking with other transcripts, adding more 
instances, evidence and also contradictory cases (sometimes difficult to 
explain or analyse), thus constantly comparing one participant's beliefs, 
attitudes and actions with another one's or one experience with another (in 
Glaser & Strauss' terms 'constant comparative method, 1967). In my 
memo-writing I would insert quotations from raw data 'to preserve the most 
telling examples of [my] ideas' (Charmaz, 1995, p.43) and to 'ground' my 
analysis in data. In this way memo-writing helped me to see beyond the 
individual cases and begin to observe some patterns, at the same time 
keeping in mind that memos should be treated as 'preliminary, partial and 
immanently correctable' (Charmaz, 1995, p.44). I present an example of 
such a preliminary memo on 'asking questions' (see appendix 7), where I 
began by observing a phenomenon early in the analysis (second 
transcript) and, as I realised that the issue was more complex than I 
thought at the beginning and more pertinent, I went back and forth through 
all the transcripts noticing other instances, comparing them with each 
other (and linking to the literature I was aware of), asking myself 
questions, summarising and unconsciously looking for practical solutions 
that could be useful to me and others in teaching. 
After a detailed coding of all the transcripts I engaged in the refinement of 
codes, trying to merge and re-arrange the codes, looking for 'families' of 
codes and bigger categories. For example, a code 'PD - finding and 
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following a direction in life' became a part of a bigger concept of 'direction 
in life' and, through close on-going reading of the data, I realised that it 
was an important concept to most students - those who felt they have yet 
to find the purpose and direction in their lives (several of them felt that 
studying at the university could help them determine what they wanted to 
do), those who felt confident in their direction and happy with their choice 
and felt they needed to engage with education and work in order to 
continue on their chosen path, and those who were in the process of 
change of life direction (having 'moments of epiphany', seeing that their 
current path is not what they want or does not satisfy them anymore). 
Although I began seeing some interesting patterns, could group many 
codes under bigger concepts and form some categories, as well as note a 
candidate for the main category: 'challenges leading to personal 
development' - a possible overarching explanatory theme (which could 
become a corner stone for theory building), the process was also tedious, 
lengthy and frustrating for several reasons. My discomfort with GT 
stemmed from its language and, more importantly, from the fragmentation 
of the data I experienced. I felt I was losing sight of the 'wholeness' of 
individual students' experiences, not giving justice to their unique stories, 
perspectives and meanings. I seemed to merge the participants into one 
anonymous 'international' student - a representation which was simply 
untrue. This compartmentalisation affected also the chronological 
sequence of events and emotions and did not reflect the hierarchy of 
importance given to various aspects by different students, therefore 
making coding 'insensitive' to students' experience 'in terms of continuity 
and process' (Bryman, 2004, p.412). 
Having experienced various issues with coding, I saw relevance in 
Mishler's (1986) warning against context-free and sequence-free coding 
as: 
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Conventions can become too foolproof with everything fitted neatly into a set of 
categories ... although a good deal of uncertainty often accompanies coding, even 
though agreement exists, once coding is accomplished, feelings of uncertainty 
about possibly miscalled behaviour begins to subside (p.42). 
Indeed, the 'feelings of uncertainty' and the sense of losing something 
important in the data accompanied me throughout the coding process and 
precipitated my exploration of narrative analysis as an alternative to GT 
approach (see chapter 7). Having turned again to qualitative methods 
literature, I stumbled upon an illuminating paragraph by Bryman (2004) in 
the section entitled 'Problems with coding', where Bryman describes two 
risks: losing the context of what is said and losing the flow of what people 
are saying. To illustrate problems with coding he turns to Riessman's 
(1993) account, which felt like my own: 
Some [interviewees] developed long accounts [ ... ]. I did not realise these were 
narratives until I struggled to code them. Applying traditional qualitative methods, 
I searched the texts for common thematic elements. But some individuals knotted 
together several themes into long accounts that had coherence and sequence, 
defying easy categorisation. I found myself not wanting to fragment the long 
accounts into distinct thematic categories. There seemed to be a common 
structure beneath talk about a variety of topics. While I coded one interview, a 
responded provided language for my trouble. As I have thought about it since, it 
was a 'click moment' in my biography as a narrative researcher (Riessman 1993, 
cited in Bryman, 2004, p.211, emphasis added). 
For Bryman this throws up several possibilities: 
• 	 that coding may fragment data (precisely my issue), 
• 	 that some forms of data may not be suitable for the coding method 
(which led me to a reflection that this may be the case with 
complex, multi-layered and difficult to capture phenomenon, such 
as personal development), and 
• 	 that 'researchers can turn narrative analysis on themselves, since 
what [Riessman] provides in this passage [paragraph quoted 
above] is precisely a narrative' [my emphasis] (p.411). 
I finally concluded that even the constructive version of GT - theoretically 
closer to my ontological position, did not satisfy my 'fundamental interest 
in making sense of experience, the interest in constructing and 
communicating the meaning' (Chase, 1995, p.1). 
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In this chapter I reported on the second stage of the research project, 
which comprised of an in-depth analysis of CMs from the postgraduate 
study and the initial analysis of the interviews conducted with the use of 
grounded theory. I offered a reflection on the limitations of these 
approaches, preparing the grounds for the third and final stage of my 
research process. Therefore, the following chapter describes my turn to 
narrative and presents more in-depth analysis of the interviews, findings 
and discussion. I limit the presentation of GT analysis and findings here 
not only due to scarcity of space but, most importantly, because what I 
saw through it was generally confirmed, but deepened, expanded and 
illuminated further through the observations I made using voice-centred 
relational method (VCRM, Gilligan, 1993; Mauthner & Doucet, 1998). I see 
the narrative analysis as building on GT analysis and adding further layers 
but, at the same time, I acknowledge that narrative analysis sensitised me 
to several things I missed in the data while coding and de-fragmenting it in 
the previous approach (and, as I describe in the following chapter, these 
new insights became salient in my understanding of the researched 
phenomenon). 
Corbin and Strauss (1998) advocate following our own research instincts, 
instead of focusing rigidly on the analytical procedures: 
Sometimes, one has to use common sense and not get caught up in worrying 
about what is the right or wrong way. The important thing is to trust oneself and 
the process. Students should stay within the general guidelines ... and use the 
procedures and techniques flexibly according to their abilities and the realities of 
their studies (p.295). 
My instinct told me that moving on from GT by building on it and 
expanding my understanding with the use of a narrative approach 
(described in the following chapter 7) was the best way forward in my 
research. 
........... 

229 
Chapter Seven 

Chapter Seven: Stage Three of the Journey ('narrating') 

In chapter 1 I have drawn an outline of my research journey with its 

distinctive stages, including the final one, to which I referred as 'narrating' 

- coming home (see the timeline, figure 2). Indeed, my engagement with a 

narrative analysis ontologically felt like the right place for my research. In 

this chapter, I present and provide the rationale for using voice-centred 

relational method (VCRM) - a narrative approach developed by Brown 

and Gilligan (1992) and further elaborated on by Mauther and Doucet 

(1998). This chapter comprises a theoretical introduction and the 

presentation of findings as individual case studies, while a thematic 

analysis across all the interviews is presented in the following chapter. 

7.1 Voice-centred relational method (VCRM) - rationale and 
foundations 
VCRM was developed over several years by Brown, Gilligan and their 
colleagues at the Harvard Project on Women's Psychology and Girls' 
Development (Gilligan, 1982; Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Gilligan, 2003), 
initially as a method of interviewing, also known as 'The Listening Guide' ­
'a method of psychological analysis that draws on voice, resonance, and 
relationship as ports of entry into the human psyche' (Gilligan et aI, 2003, 
p. 157). While there are many other models of narrative analysis (for 
example, Murray, 2003; Andrews et aI, 2008), and specifically models 
focusing on relational selves (for example Mason, 2004), VCRM seemed 
the most appropriate given the focus of my research (both on individual 
understandings and cultural and social contexts, highlighted by VCRM) 
and its emphasis on a relational ontology, which recognises the centrality 
of relationships (my initial analysis based on GT highlighted both learning 
and other social relationships as highly influential in students' 
constructions of PO). As Mauthner and Doucet (1998, p.125) note 
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The ontological image which has predominated in liberal political thought and the 
Western philosophical tradition is that of a separate, self-sufficient, independent, 
rational "self' or "individual". In contrast, the relational ontology posits the notion of 
"selves-in-relation" (Ruddick, 1998: 211), or "relational being" (Jordan, 1993: 141), a 
view of human beings as embedded in a complex web of intimate and larger social 
relations (Gilligan, 1982), and a "different understanding of human nature and human 
interaction so that people are viewed as interdependent rather than independent" 
(Tronto, 1995: 142). 
They conclude that VCRM is 'an attempt to translate this relational 
ontology into methodology and into concrete methods of data analysis by 
exploring individuals' narrative accounts in terms of their relationships to 
the people ... [and] to the broader social, structural and cultural context 
within which they live' (Mauthner & Doucet, 1998, p.126) - aspects central 
to my research. It also emphasises social constructionism - the 
epistemological position, which I adopted in my research and which 
foregrounds the voice of the participants (their experiences, thoughts and 
feelings), but also recognises the researcher's own story. VCRM also 
provided a medium for analysis of the material, which I initially saw as 
lengthy, difficult to analyse stories (sometimes digressions from the topic) 
in response to my semi-structured questions and which, in several 
instances, turned out to hold a significant analytical importance to me - an 
observation that also Riessman (1993) and Mishler (1986) make in 
relation to their participants' responses. 
This method revolves around four readings of the interview transcripts, 
which, I felt, lend themselves well to my research: 
(1) A reading for an overall story -	 for the plot, sub-plots, imagery and 
language (paying attention to metaphors and contradictions) as well 
as recording the researcher's emotional and intellectual response to 
the transcript. I saw this as an opportunity to include my own 
reflexivity in relation to each student's experiences but also as a 
way to externalise and 'consider how [my] thoughts and feelings 
may affect [my] understanding, [my] interpretation and the way [I] 
write about that person' (Brown & Gilligan, 1992, p.27). Although 
Brown and Gilligan (ibid) highlight reflexivity in relation to the 
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researcher's social location and emotional responses, I felt that 

Mauthner and Doucet's (1998) suggestions to also 'examine how 

we make theoretical interpretations of the respondent's narrative 

and ... documentthese processes for ourselves and others' (p.127) 

were important propositions enhancing the researcher's reflexivity. 

They suggest that the researcher's unexpressed thoughts and 

feelings may manifest themselves in other ways (for example the 

way the researcher writes about a particular interviewee). Referring 

to Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) and Miles and Huberman 

(1994), they also pOint to the fact that the 'intellectual and emotional 

responses to other people constitute sources of knowledge' (p.128). 

(2) A reading for an individual voice of the 'I' - for personal perspective, 
" 
····'.··'1··1kwhich would allow me to represent individual students' experiences 
·· 
•.. 
and perspectives through paying attention to the way the ~i 
participants speak about themselves, including the shifts between 
'I', 'we' and 'you' (which could signal a shift from personal, 
internalised perspective or perhaps a sense of agency, towards 
common or imposed understandings). In this reading, the 
researcher also gives due attention to how the interviewee speaks 
about her experiences and feelings, to discover 'how she speaks of 
herself before we speak of her' (Brown & Gilligan, 1992, pp.27 -8). 
In this reading, I followed Mauthner and Doucet's (1998) practical 
advice to use a coloured pencil to underline the statements in the 
transcript which use a personal pronoun - this led to a creation of 'I 
Poems' (Gilligan et ai, 2003) and was particularly helpful in traCing 
emotional or intellectual struggles, conflicting ideas or desires and 
clashes between individual and social values and norms. According 
to Mauthner and Doucet, this 'allows to stay, as far as possible, with 
the respondents' multi-layered voices, views and perspectives, 
rather than simply and quickly slotting their words into either our 
own ways of understanding the world or into categories of the 
literature in our area' (p.130), or, as in my pervious GT -based 
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analysis to a set number of categories, detached from specific 
instances and contexts. Mauthner and Doucet see this reading as 
one of the most striking features of VCRM, which differentiate it 
from other widespread forms of qualitative analysis, such as the 
GT. Quoting Strauss and Corbin, they highlight that the GT is 'less 
interested in "persons per se" and more interested in 
actionlinteraction' (1990, cited in Mauthner & Doucet, 1998, p.130). 
therefore also less concerned with 'reflection and decision making' 
(ibid) which are central to VCRM and this research project. 
(3) A reading for relationships -	 for social relationships, both close 
(family, friends), educational relations (with teachers, mentors, 
peers) and the broader social networks within which the participants 
study and live. In this reading, I paid attention to the relationships 
which the students found positive and helpful (enabling) and the 
relationships in which the students felt silenced and rejected 
(constraining their development). 
(4) A reading for social, cultural and political contexts -	 in which 
attention is being paid to bigger 
social/educational/political/economic systems (which were seen by 
several students as impacting on their personal development, 
learning, employment opportunities and agency in a wider sense) 
The four readings of each transcript guided me to focus on particular 
aspects of the interviewees' stories as well as the voice (VCRM's central 
focus), which physically and linguistically links thoughts and feelings, 
relating to others, joining 'psyche and culture' (Brown & Gilligan, 1992, 
p.20). Gilligan et al (2003) explained that the need for multiple listenings 
arose from 
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the assumption that the psyche, like voice, is contrapuntal (not monotonic) so that 
simultaneous voices are co-occurring. These voices may be in tension with one 
another, with the self, with the voices of others with whom the person is in 
relationship, and the culture or context within which the person lives. Voices are 
fluid and we register the continuous changes in our own and others' voices 
(p.159). 
I became particularly interested in the notion of voice, or rather polyphony 
of voices, and Bakhtin's (1981) idea that 'all words are populated with 
intentions' and that language 'lies on the borderline between oneself and 
the other' (p.293). I noticed that the participants in this research project 
spoke in many voices - sometimes conflicting, representing different 
desires, for instance inner, personal and socially projected, internalised 
social norms and rules of behaviour (these were, at times, in opposition to 
each other or to some norms of the host society/educational system). 
Therefore I also engaged in more informal analysis, paying close attention 
to repetitions and circularities in the interviews (Becker, 1999), as well as 
any noticeable changes in tone and pitch which could signify the 
importance of a part of the interview (Gee, 1991) and language which 
each person used in their narrations (Gilligan, 1982; Mauthner & Doucet, 
1998). I will elaborate on voices and a variety of expressions and provide 
examples in the following sections of this chapter, which I illustrate 
extensively with verbatim quotes to enable students' voices to 'speak for 
themselves' . 
I felt that this approach was an answer to several issues I encountered in 
my research. First of a", it promised to delay the fragmentation of data (the 
biggest point of my discontent with GT): 
It delays the reductionist stage of data analysis when transcripts are cut up into 
themes and aggregated. This process shifts data analysis away from the 
traditional 'coding', which implies fitting a person into a pre-existing set of 
categories, whether those of the researcher or those of established theoretical 
frameworks. Furthermore, tracing voices through individual interview transcripts, 
as opposed to linking themes across interviews, helps maintain differences 
between the participants (Mauthner & Doucet, 1998, p.134). 
As Gilligan ef af (2003) explained, VCRM 'was developed in part as a 
response to the uneasiness and growing dissatisfaction with the nature of 
coding schemes typically being used at that time to analyse qualitative 
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data' (p.158). It offered a way of looking at participants in a more holistic 
way and stepping away from 'categories that are too separate [as] human 
life is of a piece, multi-layered, contradictory, multivalent, to be sure, but 
the strands are always interconnected' (Josselson, 2011, p. 232). 
Mauthner and Doucet (1998) reflect on this 'detailed and lengthy focus on 
individual interviews' as embodying 'respect for individual respondents 
within the research context', commenting that 'if we do not take the time 
and trouble to listen to our respondents, data analysis risks simply 
confirming what we already know' (p.135). I welcomed the opportunity to 
concentrate more on the students' unique experiences, values, beliefs, 
ideas and focus on their own interpretations and meanings. Employing 
VCRM also allowed me to look for continuities as well as discrepancies or 
contradictions in the participants' accounts (capturing complexities of 
understandings, students' evolving ideas, including their struggles when 
facing conflicting emotions and polyphony of their voices). 
VCRM also promotes a highly reflective stance in research through paying 
attention to the researcher's own thoughts, feelings and elements of 
biography which may influence methodological, theoretical and 
philosophical choices and the way the data is being analysed and 
presented, as 'whether consciously/explicitly or not, we are in effect 
choosing a particular theoretical and ontological framework within which to 
locate ourselves, and through which to hear and analyse our respondents' 
lives' (Mauthner & Doucet, 1998, p.137). Therefore, it is inevitable that we 
will see and foreground certain issues and perhaps fail to notice, ignore or 
consciously close off others (Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Mauthner & Doucet, 
1998). Reflecting on our own position and co-constructive role in the 
research can enhance awareness of issues of power in research and the 
importance of not writing over, or voicing over the participants' voices and 
their truths (Gilligan et aI, 2003). Documenting the choices and decisions 
we make and reflecting on our research journeys enhances research 
transparency - an issue to which I have paid due attention throughout my 
research. 
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Plummer (2001 b) draws attention to the researcher's experience of the 
researched phenomenon by asking: 'How can one theorise or interpret ... 
if there is no familiarity with what it all means to the participants 
themselves?' (p.37). , hope that my familiarity with the subject and my 
personal experiences of studying in foreign countries, as well as 
professional experience of working in a diverse, multicultural HE institution 
in the UK explain my dual (insider/outsider) positioning and can enhance 
the transparency, trustworthiness and communicative resonance (Finaly, 
2006) or impactfullness (Richardson, 2000) of this research project. I 
believe that my story alerted me to several issues that international 
students often face, fine-tuned my ability to listen to their stories and 
shaped my beliefs about relating to and understanding others (and indeed 
myself) in a multicultural, diverse and dynamically changing environment. 
It also inevitably drew my attention to particular aspects of students' 
I.··.. J
stories, experiences and meanings ascribed and re-presented below. 	 ~i 
~.:.. !•. 
~'"n 
Ii7.2The polyphony of voices· four case studies ~l .~..•..:.,Having analysed the interviews using VCRM I needed to make a decision 	 lJI 
about the presentation of the data, which would not only demonstrate this II 
analytical approach (attempting at transparency and de-mystification of the J., 
research process), but also provide the reader with sufficient material to 
.,,I~ ......' ',•..:..'.' 
:lsee the complexity and multi-layered nature of students' journeys and the 
interplay between self, others and the context, where personal 
development is enacted. Jahoda et 81 (1972, cited in Frost, 2011, p.36) 
highlight the importance of putting 'before the reader a living picture of 
some of these people with whom we have had such close contact for a 
few months'. Therefore, to support my interpretive claims I present a 
selection of four individual case studies and shorter 'pen profiles' of the 
remaining seven participants (see appendix 8) in an attempt to do justice 
to the wholeness of personal experience and to capture different stories 
which bring out both individual differences among the student participants 
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and cultural influences that playa role in various understandings of 
personal development, PDP, teaching and learning. As from the beginning 
of this research project I was interested in how students coming from 
different cultural backgrounds understood PO and PDP, I included one 
interview analysis from each of the four broad cultural groups as a 
representation of a total sample as well as the diversity of student 
population at the UoB (background, maturity, experience). My second 
selection criterion was to discuss the range of experiences and topics 
represented in the interviews. Table 15 below summarises the chosen 
case studies. 
Table 15: Narrative analysis: four case stud ies 
BackQround Pseudonym Characteristics Main story themes 
CEE Aneta 22 years old. Personal transformation 
(Slovak) Traditional influenced by intercultural 
educational path. UG learning. 
degree at the UoB. Values and priorities in 
4 years in the UK. life. Critique of PDP. 
British Mike 38 years old with a Being at the crossroads ­
young family. Mature reassessing life choices 
student returning to and looking for the best 
education after many fit. 
years of work Reuniting with self. 
experience. Em jJloyabilih'­
Chinese Mei 21 years old. PO as a vehicle to 
UG 2+1 degree at become useful to the 
the UoB (2 years in society (social 
China and a top-up obligations). Complex 
year in the UK). network of relationships in 
Traditional China. 
educational path. Education increasing 
2 years in the UK. em ployment chances and 
highly competitive 
_graduate market in China. 
African Akili 27 years old; Self-actualisation 
(Tanzanian) married. (metaphor of climbing a 
Mature student, mountain). 
progressing in the Finding own place and 
chosen field. fitting in the global world. 
UG degree back 'Giving back' to own 
home. country (social 
2 years in the UK. re~onsibility). 
However, due to limited space available, I can only present excerpts of the 
analysis and synoptic commentaries in an attempt to provide an illustration 
of VCRM and main themes discussed by the students. 
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7.2.1. Case study 1: Aneta (Slovak) 
Aged 22 at the time of the interview, Aneta was enrolled on an MSc 
International Business and Management course at the UoB. This was a 
continuation of her undergraduate degree (BSc Advertising and Marketing 
Communication) also at the UoB. It was Aneta's fourth year of living and 
studying in the UK. 
(1) 	Reading for the plot and the researcher's response to the 
narrative 
Having read the whole transcript several times, I summarised it as a story 
of personal transformation, influenced by intercultural learning, living and 
studying in a foreign culture - the story of 'finding self and embracing a 
new identity. Similar analysis of personal transformation can be found in 
the literature on intercultural learning as a vehicle for personal growth 
through identity work reviewed in chapter 4 (see section 4.5). Researchers 
such as Erichsen (2011) and Gill (2007) highlighted that in the final stage 
of intercultural learning, reconstitution of identity through 'encountering 
and interacting with the Other' (Gill, 2007, p.176) takes place. Having lived 
and studied in the UK for over three years, Aneta seemed to be past the 
initial stages of 'getting lost' and 'adaptation' and in her accounts below I 
trace evidence of identity reconstitution. 
Aneta's reflection on values, beliefs and priorities in life was a starting 
point for her search to understand self, find her 'own place' in life and 
follow a chosen path. At the same time, Aneta was aware that these 
values, beliefs and priorities evolve and change over time, which, for her, 
was an indication of development. She provided vivid and detailed 
narratives exemplifying change - especially change which is a 
consequence of living in a different culture. Living and studying abroad 
and interacting and forming relationships with people of different cultural 
backgrounds was an eye-opening experience which broadened her 
horizons and made her question her own culture. This is in line with 
Murphy-Lejeune's (2003) observation that living abroad is 'a maturing 
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process' and 'an opening for potential universe' (p.113) and Hoffman's 
(1989) account of profound changes that create a sense of 'new person', 
no longer 'pure' (p.273) and lead to viewing the world through at least one 
more lens (see chapter 3). Aneta challenged (and, at times, opposed) 
some taken-for-granted ways of living and behaving in Slovakia in order 
to, on one hand, stay faithful to her own beliefs, values and priorities in life, 
and on the other, to be a messenger and advocate of the value of 
diversity, respect and tolerance. She had courage to do what she felt was 
best for her (not what others, particularly her family, would prefer her to do 
or become); stay faithful to her own thoughts and feelings. This, according 
to Erikson (1959), is a symptom of the developmental phase in which an 
individual needs to resolve a tension between fitting into society's roles 
and expectations and acting according to individual values and beliefs (a 
tension also highlighted by Gergen, 1991; Kitzinger, 1992; Sampson, 1993 
and Burman, 2008, among others). 
Although Aneta was deeply involved in social exchanges, learning from 
others and the co-construction of knowledge she also had a strong sense 
of agency and independence. She strove for self-realisation, self­
improvement and living her life according to her values. This meant that 
although career was still an important area for Aneta, a deeper connection 
with other people, empathy, selflessness, openness and learning that 
comes with it were more important and fulfilling. Aneta sought holistic 
development which includes inner development (psychological well-being, 
moral development, increased self-awareness) as well as 'external' 
development (career, broadening knowledge, acquiring skills) and which 
leads to a deep sense of self-fulfilment. 
Aneta also talked about a dominant pedagogy and typical teacher-learner 
relationships in Slovakia, contrasting them with her experience at the UoB. 
She described teachers in Slovakia as authoritarian, distant, not 
particularly helpful or even disinterested in students (for discussion of this 
view of CEE education see chapter 1 and 4). She saw 'a big 
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communication gap between the lecturer and students back home' and 
fear that many students have about approaching their lecturers, for 
example in order to ask questions - a fear of being judged as 'stupid'. 
In contrast, she felt that lecturers in the UK were very friendly, helpful, 
interested in students and the relationships were much more informal and 
equal, 'more on the same level'. 
Researcher's response 
I found myself listening to a contrapuntal melody of this interview with a 
variety of voices taking the lead: anger and frustration, confidence and 
assertiveness, empathy and gentleness, reflexivity, curiosity, questioning 
and doubt. 
I recorded my response of admiration for this bright woman, who, despite 
her young age, made an impression as a mature, incredibly reflexive, se/f­
aware, confident person, conspicuously faithful to her own values, beliefs 
and priorities, and bravely following a chosen direction in life, even though 
it might be at odds with predominant cultural views and ways ofdoing 
things 'back home'. Her story ofpersonal development through 
intercultural encounters, which instigated deep reflection about values, 
beliefs and priorities in life, resonated with my personal experience and 
the literature I began exploring through this research project. 
I found this interview emotionally charged and moving, and this forced me 
to reflect about my role as an interviewer and the risk ofnot hearing and/ 
or silencing interviewees. I realised that my particular interests in PDP 
'silenced' Aneta. At the end of the interview, when she returned to the 
topic of her frustration with PDP activities and stated that she did not know 
what she should focus on in her PDP and what tools she could use, I 
shifted into what I would now call 'lecturing' - listing tools and activities 
designed for her particular module. Upon consecutive listening to and 
reading of the transcript, I realised that I continued talking about how I 
understood the need for structure in PDP, ignoring her silence. This left 
me with unanswered questions: if it is not structure that students like 
Aneta are looking for in PDP, what is it then? What does she need? What 
would be helpful? I missed an opportunity to explore it further, closing this 
interview prematurely. 
(2) Reading for the voice of the '/' 
Upon learning about Aneta's previous undergraduate study at the UoB, I 
saw an opportunity to ask about her prior experiences of PDP, which was 
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a rather unfortunate beginning of our conversation as Aneta's voice 
became resistant, expressing her criticism and feelings of anger and 
confusion: 
'I don't seem to understand why, uhm, I think it's very important, personal 
development, but it's really hard when they force you to talk about it 
again, and again, and again to come up with something new, uhm, I don't 
even (see much into it).' 
She felt PDP was imposed on students, repetitive, boring and generally 
not useful. After a few brief sentences her intonation indicated she did not 
want to follow this line of conversation, hence I moved swiftly onto a 
different topic, trying to establish a better rapport and rescue the research 
relationship. 
Then, at the end of the interview, asked whether there was anything else 
she wanted to share, Aneta returned to the topic of PDP (circularity and 
repetitions to which I was sensitised by Becker, 1999). She stressed again 
that the concept of personal development was good, but her confusion 
and doubt were clearly marked: 
'Yeah, I think, the whole thing personal development is very good but it's 
very mhhh, it's not understood by many people {laughing} and it's not 
really understood by me, even though I had even a subject on it, or 
maybe even two subjects on it, and even they mention it in every other 
subject, they still mention it and they still ask us to do these reflections 
and whatever, I still don't have a clear idea of what it should include. What 
should I talk about? ... everyone talks about personal development but 
they don't explain how you can develop personally, how can you find out, 
what can you, or what can't you do. I think people have to find out what 
are their skills and abilities and values and the lecturers say: do personal 
development, develop yourself but they don't say: you should find what 
your skills are and this is how you should find about it. ... because they 
talk about it but I'm not clear about how to do it .... It's really hard if you 
don't have any tools, you know. Usually they ... it's just a normal module 
you study through the module, everything as usual and at the end they 
ask you to reflect. Yeah, and that's basically it. So it's really hard to reflect 
on (module). Ok, they say: reflect on your learning and understanding but 
of, of what? Of what I've learned? Or what I gained for my future? Or how 
I learned it??? {voice expresses confusion} or should I say what will I do 
in the future? and if yes, what should I focus on? How could I do it? I don't 
know! I would like to learn how can I improve my skills but I don't know 
what are the tools to do it.' 
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I composed the following 'I poem' out of Aneta's utterances referring to 
PDP: 
I don't seem to understand 
I think it's very important 
it's really hard 
They force you to talk about it again, and again and again 
I don't even (see much into it) 
we were asked 
we were talking about some aspect 
We were asked to write 
I think [it] is very good but 
it's not understood by many people 
not really understood by me 
I have had 
they mention it in every other subject 
they still mention it 
they still ask us to do these reflections 
I still don't have a clear idea 
What should I talk about? 
I would say 
I think 
I think everyone talks about personal development 
they don't explain 
how you can develop personally 
how can you find out, what can you, or what can't you do 
I think 
the lecturers say: do personal development, develop 
yourself 
they don't say 
how you should find about it 
they talk about it 
I'm not clear about 
[... ] 
really hard if you don't have any tools, 

they ask you to reflect. 

So it's really hard to reflect 

Ok, they say: reflect on your learning and understanding 

but of, of what? 

Of what I've learned? 

Or what I gained for my future? 

Or how I learned it??? {voice expresses confusion} 

should I say what will I do in the future? 

if yes, what should I focus on? 

How could I do it? 

I don't know! 

I would like to learn how 

but I don't know what are the tools to do it 

I put the utterances relating to Aneta personally ('I') on the left, more 
general statements ('you') in the middle and those referring to the lecturers 
('they') on the right as this brings out sharply the opposition between 
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agentic 'I' and collective 'you' (the students in general) conflicted with what 
Aneta seems to perceive as activities imposed by 'them' - the lecturers. 
This 'I poem' reveals Aneta's conflicting thoughts about PDP. Although 
she acknowledges the value of PDP and her wish to learn more about how 
she can develop, her experiences of it are confusing (the passage begins, 
is interspersed and ends with expressions of her lack of understanding 
and clarity), boring and repetitive (highlighted by echoing: they stilL .. , they 
say/talk ... ) and imposed/forced (striking choice of words and use of 
passive voice: they force you, we were asked). This may indicate that 
perhaps some academics who were charged with the teaching of PDP in 
this still early phase of its implementation needed themselves to develop 
their understanding of PDP. As I explained in chapter 5, even among the 
staff members most committed to implementation and delivery of PDP at 
the UoB, there seemed to be the lack of consensus with regard to what 
PDP should entail. The lack of understanding of PDP and the diversity of 
both student and staff bodies were indicated as common barriers to 
effective engagement with PDP across the HE sector (Clegg, 2004, Clegg 
& Bradley, 2006b). If staff members are not clear about the value of PDP, 
its goals and reasons for implementation and/or perceive it as 'wishy­
washy', soft, unrelated to their subject disciplines and often something 
they feel unprepared to teach due to the lack of knowledge and confidence 
(Quinton & Small bone, 2008), then they would struggle to convey a clear, 
coherent message to students. This could also lead to staff attempts to 
stick to easily identifiable tasks in PDP with clear outcomes and criteria of 
assessment, which may be seen as boring and repetitive to students. 
Finally, PDP, as I explained in chapter 3, was 'imposed' on academia in 
the form of a policy - according to Jackson (2010) the only approach to 
learning in the UK HE that is encouraged in such a way. Not surprisingly 
then, many academics perceive PDP as threatening to increase their 
workload and add more responsibilities to their already stretched, busy 
schedules (Quinton & Small bone, 2008). This may also be one of the 
reasons why some academics may choose to introduce simple, repetitive 
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tasks and stick to 'the known'. Moreover, the above passage indicates 
Aneta's wish to develop 'skills and abilities' and her search for the tools 
which could help her acquire them. This focus is not surprising, given the 
government's push for the agenda of employability (evident in the 
language of PDP) with an emphasis on generic and transferable skills and 
the discourse of producing 'employable subjects' for the competitive, 
global market (Clegg, 2010). 
Attending to Aneta's 'voices' I could hear a personal voice of the 'I' when 
she expressed her frustration and disappointment with the lack of clarity 
and understanding of PDP (I seem not to understand, I still don't have a 
clear idea, I'm not clear) and a more impersonal voice of 'you' ('how you 
should find about it') which can indicate a more general, collective 
expression, rather than personal thoughts and feelings. I also felt that 
Aneta was using collective pronouns 'we', 'you' to distance herself from 
PDP. 
The extract highlights Aneta's feeling of lack of agency/ownership of the 
process and opposition to it ('we' -'them'), doubt (repeated questions 
about how to 'do PDP') and a perception of the lecturers' mechanistic 
approach (just reflect on your learning) without providing explanations of 
why to reflect, for what purpose and in what way. Her questions about how 
one develops personally give an impression of the lack of clear guidance 
from lecturers, implicit assumption that students should know what and 
how to reflect on (another common issue, noted in the literature on 
reflection, see chapter 4), and Aneta's disappointment as she would have 
liked to develop and progress, but she did not feel she was given enough 
support, explanation and/or tools to be able to do it. I found Aneta's 
comments about the lack of tools/structure for PDP surprising, given that 
the 'Business in communication' module was loaded with PDP content and 
structured through a variety of tasks and activities (blogs, learning 
journals, e-portfolio, eMs and a discussion board). As I described in the 
first reading above, , listed these 'tools', in effect silencing Aneta. 
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Aneta was particularly critical of reflection and the lack of guidance on it. 
Against the backdrop of Aneta's admirable reflexivity throughout the whole 
interview I found it difficult to accept that she would not know what to 
reflect on and how (in fact she gave several really good examples of 
reflection in relation to PDP, answering her own concerns). It made me 
think that perhaps it was more indicative of the need to have clarity of the 
lecturer's expectations and/or the call for support, a caring conversation 
with a tutor, a confirmation or re-assurance that she was on the 'right' 
track, rather than the need for specific tools. However, the mechanistic 
introduction of 'PDP technologies', based on the premises that 'the world 
is subject to human design' (Clegg, 2010, p.360) and that provided that 
students stick to tested formulas (such as the cycle of PDP) they are likely 
to achieve in life, may also be partially responsible for the students' 
expectations that there should be some specific tools for everything, 
including more personal reflection. 
(3) Reading for relationships 
The issue of relationships and their importance in personal development 
and learning permeated the whole interview. 
Firstly, Aneta was in relationship with herself - she attended to her own 
thoughts, feelings, needs and changes in her perception of herself, others 
and the world around. But this happened through and in relationships with 
others. This is visible in the theme of listening to others, learning from 
them and respecting different perspectives as well as challenging and 
discussing different views. Through the process of exchange of ideas and 
reflection on them, Aneta learned about herself, her ideas, values, beliefs 
and priorities; she voiced and 'bounced' them off others, constructing her 
own meanings. This co-constructive process of learning happening within 
intercultural relationships seems to be particularly influential, for example: 
' ... meeting and talking to people from different countries and 
backgrounds, of course you can gain a lot from that cos everyone has got 
different views on things, and they, they can challenge your perspective of 
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your values and your priorities in life because also my priorities were 

different before I came here and met so many different people {laughing} 

Maja: Aha, so they affected you? 

Yeah, a lot, a lot. Speaking to people from different cultures, when you 

see what are other values in different cultures because if you are brought, 

I mean, culture that has certain values are generalised for that society, 

then you grow up in there and you think that's the best to do and then you 

think if you can't do it you are a loser {laughing} but then 

Maja: actually you might be a winner in a different culture? 
Yeah {laughing} Yeah, so you realise maybe that's not the best to do what 
everyone else's doing. You have to find yourself in that.' 
The above extract also highlights what I identified to be a major story line 
in Aneta's narrative - a story of searching for her own 'self - staying 
faithful to her personal beliefs, values and priorities (even if they conflict 
with predominant norms in her own culture), but, at the same time, being 
open to other views and norms and recognising their influence as 
facilitators of further development and refinemenUchange. 
I found an analogy of 'loser-winner' powerful. Gaining access to various 
cultures and their values and norms not only offers an opportunity to 
broaden horizons and become more tolerant and respectful (both of which 
Aneta values highly), but also helps to locate the sense of self among 
'global Other' and in that way challenges ethnocentrism (Killick, 2009, 
2011) as well as an image of reflection as a lone activity, conducted away 
from others (Chivers, 2003). Moreover, it also can facilitate an 
epistemological shift from an absolutist stance (there is only one correct 
way) to a multiplicity of possible views to choose from (Perry, 1970, Baxter 
Magolda 2001, Moore, 2002 see chapter 3). Asked about how she knew 
that she was developing Aneta said: 
'when I see my, my values are changing a lot, I think that's the biggest 
thing ... the big part of developing your personality and yourself is to be 
open because before I, my mind was more closed, and I was more 
focused on what my culture taught me, how I was brought up and that's 
what I thought was, was a good, a good way of doing, (what) my parents 
had taught me (what were) their values and I thought, ok maybe other 
people are doing something else, but that's not as good as what I'm doing 
.... And then I started listening to people more and taking in their 
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thoughts, and their ideas and not just trying to, to force them into believing 
in what I believe in. And I think that gave me a lot. Because it's very 
important to listen to what other people think so you can make, uhm 
informed conclusions.' 
This shift, apart from a clear cognitive developmental aspect, may also 
have a positive affective influence on psychological positioning of the self, 
leading to an increase in confidence and self-esteem and changes in self­
portrayal. This aspect was also evident in Erichsen's (2010) and Gill's 
(2007) research, who noted that those students who manage to reach the 
final stage of intercultural learning ('redefinition' - Erichsen or 
'reconstitution' - Gill) through 'a process of encountering and interacting 
with the Other' (Gill, 2007, p.176), combine 'old' with 'new' knowledge in 
an integrative way (Meyer and Land, 2005) and are able to understand 
some significant aspects of their world in a more sophisticated way 
(Mezirow, 1991). Hence they often become more independent, 
knowledgeable (with a broader worldview) and emerge 'stronger [and] 
more confident' (Erichsen, 201 Op.123, see chapter 4). In Aneta's case the 
fact that she lived in a different culture and saw other ways of being in the 
world instigated a change in how she was perceived back home: 
'when we have discussions I can give uhm, different opinions and I can 
really challenge them. Because I left my home country and they're still in 
this society, still in that same culture, still meeting the same people, in the 
same town, doing the same things and jobs and I've left the country, I've 
met new people, seen new things and I can really challenge them when 
we're discussing things 
Maja: mhm, mhm. How do they react to those challenges? 
{laughing}Yeah, yeah! If they start arguing because they believe their, 
their believes are the best and I have to provide arguments why not and 
then they go: aha! {laughing} (they give you a note) 
I think if they take my ideas in and they start to think about it then that's a 
big thing because before I don't think they would. If I didn't leave the 
country I don't think they WOUld, they would think that I'm not doing the 
right thing if I change the way ofmy life or something and they would still 
force me into their path but now ... I can provide arguments why I want 
my life to be this way and not that way. And, uhm, they can understand it 
better, and they can really understand me, hopefully. even if it's a bit, to 
them {laughing}.' (emphasis added) 
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Because Aneta experienced living abroad, among many diverse others, 
spoke another language and 'saw the world', her opinions had to be taken 
more seriously - she had a footing to stand on and provide contra­
arguments in discussions, which made her more confident and her 
position stronger. 
This extract also highlights how relationships (especially close ones) can 
be a source of pressure, 'forcing' an individual to do things in a particular 
way. Aneta's example implies that opposing such a force may not be easy, 
unless one has grounds for it (and her intercultural experience gives her a 
vantage point). This is in line with Irving and Williams' (2001) discussion of 
personal growth as a process that can lead to challenging or even 
negating the norms of society and Rogers' (1963) idea that following one's 
own path often leads to becoming a non-conformist, rather than becoming 
more 'adjusted' to own culture (see chapter 3). 
Living in a different culture and among culturally different others influenced 
also Aneta's views on the hierarchy of values in her life: 
'[Now] achievements for me are more, more what kind of a person you 
can be, like ... if you can understand other people and feel with them and 
help them. If you can be more opened to help other people even if you 
don't get anything for it or because in the end it gives you much better 
feeling about yourself then you, you eam a lot of money and I've realised 
that working with other people and listening to them and gaining things 
from them is I would say the top you can get.' 
The above quote indicates Aneta's move away from individualistic values, 
typical of Western societies (see chapter 3) more towards inclusion 
(Kegan, 1982) or communion (Bakan, 1966). 
Aneta also commented on a teacher-learner relationship, presenting 
typical relationships 'back home' as 'very different to herel' She perceived 
lecturers in Slovakia to be authoritarian, disinterested, unhelpful and 
distant (creating 'a big communication gap between the lecturer and 
students'), while those here to be helpful, approachable and 'friendly' and 
'easy going', making students feel welcomed and comfortable. Like many 
other students in this research, Aneta highlighted the informal nature of 
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relationships in the UK (manifested, for example, by omission of titles and 
use of first names in personal communication) and an easy access to 
lecturers (more ways of contacting them: email, phone, in person, in and 
after class). Apart from those, perhaps superficial, manifestations I heard 
Aneta voicing a perception of care and respect shown to the students - a 
feeling that the lecturers here would go out of their way to help students: 
'if you don't understand anything you can ask and they will find the time 
after class to explain and give examples and if you still don't understand 
they will say: ok I'll send you more information via email' 
On the contrary, back home, the lecturers are perceived as unhelpful, if 
not patronising: 
'and usually lecturers say: oh if you have any questions please ask but 
they don't really mean it and if the student does ask they look stupid, they 
look like: oh, you're so stupid you didn't understand it.' 
I have commented on these historically different orientations to teaching in 
CEE ('ivory towers') and Western (customer-oriented) systems of 
education, which lay the foundations for significantly different types of 
relationships and assumptions about the role and scope of HE both in 
chapter 1 and elsewhere (Jankowska, 2011). Bateson and Taylor (2004) 
refer to CEE HEls as providing an experience of 'a rite of passage' ('the 
university is not there to hold hands and wipe tears, it is there for young 
adults to learn how to get on with their lives independently', p.475), where 
universities do not offer much pastoral care, career and individual 
guidance, PDP or place an accent on personal relationships with tutors. 
(4) Reading for cultural contexts and social structures 
Broader cultural context permeates this whole interview with many 
references to cultural values, beliefs and norms and the realisation that 
one can become more aware of one's own cultural values in a different 
cultural context, where these clash with other people's values and beliefs 
(Spencer-Oatey, 2000). This leads to questioning what 'my culture taught 
me', critically assessing one's own culture and other cultures, and drawing 
from both in order to negotiate or find own ways of doing things. 
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The 'clash of cultures' seemed to have instigated a wide range of 
cognitive, behavioural and affective changes in Aneta's life. One factor 
contributing to the depth of the changes, could be the length of time spent 
abroad as, at the time of the interview, Aneta had lived in the UK for over 
three years. But, in my opinion, Aneta's attitude - her willingness to listen, 
'take in' and open up, her active role in seeking opportunities for learning 
and understanding herself, her growing self·awareness and reflexivity­
planted in a rich, supportive and incredibly diverse environment which 
provided many opportunities for intercultural encounter, reflection and 
development were the major factors instigating profound changes in her 
life. 
Personal development, for Aneta, seemed to be socially constructed in a 
series of exchanges between self and others and grounded in a specific 
context - living and studying in a different culture. 
Another issue outlined by Aneta related to gender roles and social 
construction of norms relating to work and family life. Although Aneta 
seemed to have a strong sense of agency there was a hint of a tension 
that she felt as a young woman between a wish to further develop and 
progress with her career and a wish for a family and children: 
'I would like to have a job in the future, that would come first before having 
a family and I would like to be in a, some kind of a challenging job, where 
I can learn, learn more and {laughing} learn more and get to know more 
people and more ways of doing things and stuff like that and then of 
course I would like to have a family and after that maybe the job, I would 
want to have a less challenging job so that I can concentrate on a family.' 
Perhaps Aneta, at 22, still in education and at the doorstep to her career, 
could already sense that a woman often needs to make choices between 
a career and a family or sacrifice other things in order to be able to do 
both, in a way that a man rarely does. 
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7.2.2. Case study 2: Mike (British) 
Aged 38 at the time of the interview, Mike was enrolled on an MBA course 
at the UoB. He was a mature student with family responsibilities, returning 
to education (a Master's degree obtained in 1993) after years of working in 
the field of engineering, with a desire to change his career. He had 
decided to do an MBA a couple of years before and prepared himself, 
especially financially, so that he could take a year out and concentrate on 
his studies. 
(1) Reading for the plot and the researcher's response to the narrative 
The leading motif of this interview was about 'being at the crossroads', 
having an identifying moment ('reflection or epiphany') - a moment of a 
realisation that one is not satisfied with a particular aspect of one's life and 
need to change something. In Mike's case the feeling of living for work, 
instead of working to live and being able to spend time with his young 
children instigated reflection on whether he should continue climbing the 
career ladder or opt out of the 'rat race' and have a more balanced life. 
Although Mike had not made a final decision about his future, having the 
time to reflect, away from work, while he was studying for an MBA helped 
distance himself and think things through. Moreover, through PDP tasks 
introduced in the course as well as during some training previously 
provided by his company, Mike became more self-aware and began 
questioning the values and what was really important in life ('it's 
dangerous because it got me thinking'). Hence Mike started challenging 
the prevalent discourses of employability, competitiveness and mobility 
(climbing a social ladder) and grappling with more personal, inner 
development (Draper, 2009) - in Irving and Williams' (2001) terms turning 
to more metaphysical searches. This shows that PDP can indeed have a 
potential to enhance self-awareness and support personal growth (see 
discussion in chapter 3), but this cannot be simply assumed as not all 
students may be ready for such explorations and, as I explained in chapter 
3, many staff members are not able to support students in such 
endeavours. Mike seemed to have embraced more private (Draper, 2009) 
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aspects of PDP due to his personal circumstances (a crisis) which 
prompted him to question the prevalent norms and search for his own 
path. This, as Mike himself observed, is 'risky' as it requires stepping off 
the beaten track and embarking on a much more uncertain, open-ended 
journey and thinking beyond the immediate future (generally not 
encouraged in academia, as Clegg, 2010, argued). 
Reflexivity and openness to feedback was Mike's forte. He talked about 
self-analysis, feedback from others (pointing to the importance of social 
exchange in learning and development, see chapter 3), the need to plan, 
reflect and review as well as different 'development needs in different 
areas', highlighting that it is important to analyse ourselves and plan 
development based on that analysis. 
According to Mike auto-reflection requires a degree of honesty and critical 
analysis which may not be easy to do ('you may have resistance initially to 
doing this; you might be in denial for a while'). Identifying and analysing 
what one really needs to improve on is a feature of private PDP (Draper, 
2009). This kind of analysis can clash with an institutional, public face of 
PDP and be particularly difficult as students are often trained to write 
reflections that staff and employers want to see and showcasing their 
achievements (for the purposes of employability), which, as Draper (2009) 
argues, involves avoiding mentioning anything 'bad'. 
For Mike it is important to include also feedback from others and 
acknowledge their comments (which also may not be easy for many 
people). By doing this, we may discover things we may wish to change. 
And, for Mike, PD 'is all about personal growth really, understanding 
yourself better, your inner and outer, public self, change and progression. 
Taking on board feedback and reflecting on it can also enhance 
employability. However, for Mike, PD is also about learning to empathise 
with other people (for example those of other cultural backgrounds) and 
feeling of self-actualisation ('reach[ing] the 5th level of Maslow ['s 
hierarchy],). In this respect, Mike, similarly to Aneta, was pointing to the 
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importance of social (including intercultural) exchanges in learning and 
development (see chapter 3) and more communal values (empathy, unity). 
Researcher's response 
Mike was professionally more experienced than I, confident, at ease with 
himself and the interview situation. He was also a good 'story teller', 
leading the interview and talking with the help of minimal prompts. 
Therefore the interview felt different, more equal and more co­
constructive, like a conversation with a scope for learning from each 
other's experiences and reflections. 
Mike was 'at the crossroads', in a psychologically difficult position, 
grappling with his feelings of deep personal dissatisfaction and the need 
for change in his life. I empathised with him on many levels - perhaps the 
most strongly as a parent of a young child. Listening to Mike, I asked 
myself similar questions to the ones he was asking: is it worth working so 
hard and having no time for my child? Do I really want a 'career' or do I 
want a peaceful life with my family? I also reflected on how complex and 
multi-faceted life becomes with family and career and how unaware other 
interviewees seemed to be of what was ahead of them. 
Mike's openness to learning from other cultures and questioning ofhis 
own culture drew my attention. He seemed to be enjoying intercultural 
exchanges, acknowledging learning opportunities arising from them and 
conSidering culturally different beliefs, norms and priorities. It contradicted 
the common view that British students tend not to engage in intercultural 
exchanges, or are untouched by them and provided evidence for the 
desirable effects of 'Internationalisation at Home' (chapter 4). 
Although Mike did not struggle with reflection and other PDP activities (he 
referred to several PDP and CPO activities which he took up voluntarily, 
such as for example, 360 0 review at work ), he expressed a clear need for 
guidance in this area (for example, signposting students, mentoring at 
work) and indicated that PDP/CPO may be hard to do (especially initially 
because you need to know where to start and because it requires a 
degree of honesty as well as ability to handle feedback, see also chapter 
8): 
'but it's, it's pretty, there's awful lots of guidance but you only really got to 
bite into books and read how you can analyse yourself so it's quite hard 
initially because you just don't know where to start. So it does require a bit 
of thoughts and perhaps doing mind mapping would help with that' 
I kept returning to these issues in my thoughts - if students like Mike and 
Aneta, arguably highly reflective and eager to engage in PDP, highlight the 
need for guidance how can we expect other students to engage with PDP 
(unless we provide the structure and guidance)? If exposing yourself to 
feedback can be psychologically threatening for students how can we 
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jump into PDP activities without building respectful, trusty relationships 
and classroom/ online environments? 
(2) Reading for the voice of the 'I' 
Mike spoke throughout the interview in several distinctive voices, among 
them a confident and knowledgeable voice of an experienced 
professional, a doubting and questioning voice of someone at the 
'crossroads' - hesitating, reflecting, weighting things up in order to make a 
decision and a frustrated and angry voice of disappointment with the CPD 
procedures and the management style of his boss. 
The reflective, questioning, searching voice was strongly marked 
throughout the interview, especially when Mike spoke of his need to 
change his career, gain more work-life balance and make important 
decisions. He left a well-paid and established career in order to have the 
time and space to reflect on his life and the path he wanted to take. 
'I did seem reflecting in the summer and I was getting a bit fed up with 
things, I thought: why am I doing this? So taking the year out for MBA, it 
allows me reflection to think about a) do I want to continue with a rat race 
or b) have a better work life balance? I've got two children and stuff like 
that, you know.' 
'Am I motivated by money or am I not? You know. Do I want all the 
political punch ups and the corporate environment and the rat race or do I 
not?' 
'I'm having a bit of a thinking moment: do I want to stand in the rat race 
and fight, because it's a war in the companies, as I discovered, or do I 
want to, not do that? Maybe work for another company, which is smaller 
and there is no politics as such so maybe take a pay cut and earn less but 
be happier? So I've got these sort of things to weigh up.' 
I observed a striking difference in Mike's voice when he spoke of things he 
was passionate about, especially his PD and learning and his dreams and 
ambitions (a clear, strong and agentic voice of the 'I': I want, I need, I'd 
like, I hope, I will, etc.) and his CPO experience at work and the learner's 
role in education (a passive, lacking agency and active engagement voice 
of someone who is being told what to do): 
'you're told you must prepare for your performance review but you're not 
really given lots of guidance on it, on how, how long. And it's, where I first 
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started, it was just simply a process and you're just processed, how much 
you've done, tick, you know, uhm I didn't get an enormous value out if it to 
be honest, it was very top down in hierarchy and I always felt worse 
afterwards than in the beginning, which for me, it is not what I expected. 
And I wanted to be, to have a mentor and coach, who'd have a lot more 
experience and would be wiser and whom I could learn from, and that 
wasn't the scenario where, where I was in so to me that was destructive 
rather than productive.' 
I composed the following 'I poem' out of Mike's above utterances, which 
highlights the opposition of the two voices: 
you're told you must prepare for your performance review 
but you're not really given lots of guidance on it 
where I first started 
you're just processed 
how much you've done, tick 
I didn't get an enormous value out if it 
I always felt worse afterwards than in the beginning 
it is not what I expected 
I wanted to be, to have a mentor and coach 
Whom I could learn from 
The way Mike spoke about his CPO experiences at work resembled 
Aneta's criticism of PDP at the university. His voice became passive and 
resistant when he talked about 'being processed' for the sake of a 
performance review (imposed, institutional face of PDP, serving 
employers', rather than an individual's, needs, Draper, 2009). He criticised 
the lack of guidance, support and appreciative spirit in this mechanical 
process. He also expressed his wish to have a good mentor who could 
guide him and help realise his potential at work (highlighting the 
importance of relationships and social situated ness of the process) and a 
manager who would be more encouraging, instead of deprecating. 
Interestingly, Mike - a reflective, engaged and highly motivated learner still 
believed he needed to be taught, mentored or guided and he needed 
certain structures and mechanisms to be in place in order to learn and 
develop academically, professionally and personally. 
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Similarly Mike perceived the learner in an educational context as a passive 
receiver of knowledge, which found its expression in the following phrases: 
'the learner is supposed to be a sponge and soak it all up' 

'well, in this course we are taught to do critical thinking' 

'it can be taught to some extent' 

'this year I've been told that uhm, by the lecturers that it's not sort of 

customer relationship' 
I was puzzled by Mike's attitude to knowledge and his respect for the 
teachers' authority expressed by his need to 'be taught' in a formal 
educational context. He valued a clear hierarchical structure (a more 
traditional approach to education) where knowledge is passed on from the 
experts to apprentices. This seemed to be the legacy of his previous 
educational experience: 
'when I was at the university uhm, 14 years ago, it was very much sort of 
I'd say, top down, a lecturer 0 hierarchical thing whereas now it's sounds 
to me like it's a flatter, (sort of playing field) uhm, and it's probably less us 
and them scenario ... a lot of lecturers don't put their qualifications on the 
projectors and their overheads, they just introduce themselves by their 
first and last name, which I can, I can see it's lowered the hierarchy a bit 
but I'd actually like to know that I am being lectured by professor Blogs 
because then it's quite clear that they know what they're talking about, 
they've got their qualifications.' 
This indicates that the trend I observed (in the literature on Western 
versus Eastern conceptualisations of teaching and learning, see section 
4.3.4 in chapter 4) to deprecate a more traditional educational hierarchy 
with its typical power distance (Hofstede, 1986, 1989) - still prevalent in 
China, Africa and CEE, is indeed quite a recent phenomenon in the UK. 
When I was writing an article in which I reflected on issues of hierarchy 
and an image of CEE universities as traditional 'ivory towers' (rather than 
sites of student-centred learning, Jankowska, 2011), several of my British 
colleagues suggested that their experience of education, a few decades 
ago, in the UK was similar to the one I was describing as prevalent in 
many CEE countries. Likewise, Trahar (2006) offers that: 
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To claim that my student-centred approach to teaching and learning has 
developed from my experiences of participating in a learner-centred environment, 
which reflects the individualistic concept of self-actualisation Rogers, 1994), is 
ironic because I would not define my earlier experiences of education as learner­
centred (p.48, original emphasis). 
Perhaps then it is not a contradiction in Mike's narrative, but an echo of his 
past educational experiences, which are quite different to what students 
experience now, over 10 years later. 
Mike also mentioned several concepts, theories and authors which 
seemed to substantially influence his thinking and understanding. He 
actively looked for answers to questions about how these concepts link to 
reality and can be used to explain things he observed in his life and 
practice. I wondered whether his idea of a student who 'is supposed to be 
a sponge and soak it all up' contributed to a tendency to 'soak up' these 
various concepts, ideas, theories a bit uncritically, especially where Mike 
accepted various labels such as personality traits from the MBTI 
questionnaire, Hofstede's dimensions of culture or Maslow's hierarchy of 
needs: 
'I've done some reading in the literature and they're saying that MBTI is a 
very good indicator to, to managerial success so I hope I've got the right 
MBTI {laughing} traits.' 
'since I've been doing MBTI stuff I'm, I'm, actually potentially one of two, 
I'm either in a ESTJ or ESFJ, depending on which questions you do.' 
'self-actualisation perhaps, you may reach the 5th level of Maslow and feel 
pretty good about yourself.' 
This fascination with various concepts and theories seemed to be at odds 
with Mike's reflexivity and need for critical thinking in learning. It indicated 
the acceptance of knowledge as valid (because it comes from 
academically acknowledged sources). 
However, although Mike was highly influenced by 'the literature' he was 

not completely uncritical or unquestioning: 

'the thing is, it is contextual like if you have a bad day at work you could 
be reacting badly and doing all this {sighs} FJ, maybe overreacting to the 
stuff, or if you had a calm, good day, and you did a bit of thinking so 
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you're T J, you know and it also depends on who you're dealing with, I 
think.' 
He recognised that different questionnaires and tools need to be treated 
with a dose of doubt because they are contextual and the score may 
depend on various factors - they are not fully reliable and do not show the 
whole picture. 
In other parts of the interview, Mike underlined the importance of critical 
and analytical thinking, reflection and questioning (not accepting others' 
views uncritically and deciding for yourself). Hence, he seemed to make a 
distinction between personal, reflexive, less tangible development, where 
self-analysis, self-questioning and agency play an important role and more 
tangible, subject-oriented learning, which can be imparted to the learner 
by the teacher. 
(3) Reading for relationships 
Like Aneta, Mike concentrated on his relationship with himself (voiced in 
his doubts and reflections). He realised that he had not been in touch with 
his own feelings and thoughts and needed to change this situation if he 
wanted to have a happier, more balanced life. He actively searched for 
activities and tools through which he would be able to engage in a self­
dialogue and develop in this way. 
Mike also mentioned learning relationships, including the highly 
hierarchical teacher-learner relationship described in the reading above, 
and work relationships. He perceived the importance of having 
opportunities to share learning with others, get invaluable feedback and 
participate in face-to-face interactions - social, co-constructive aspects of 
learning and development (see chapter 3). He gave an example of 
difficulties that part-time students face and highlighted the issue of 
belonging to the group: 
'I need the interaction, I need discussion, uhm, so I like the idea of 
lectures and the feedback I've had from some part-time MBA stUdents it's 
very hard because they basically have the book in front of them or an 
online course and they do miss on the interaction, (not) coming to lectures 
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so this semester some part-timers are coming to do a full time lecture on 
particular modules to get the interactivity. Because they need the 
belonging, you know, Maslow's bottom 0 belong to a cohort, I think they 
found it difficult to be on their own, in isolation and they perhaps don't 
meet other people so often.' 
Cadman (2005, see chapter 4) highlighted in her writing belonging and 
connection with others and the importance of the opportunities for 
dialogue, sharing and learning from others as central in learning. The need 
for individual learning and reflection, in Mike's narrative, is interspersed 
with the need for belonging and sharing. This, in my view, can be 
explained in light of Kegan's (1982) model of development, which 
emphasises the dynamic tension between independence and inclusion 
that creates an opportunity for achieving a complex interindividual balance 
(see chapter 3). 
Mike referred to his relationships at work (as well as at the university) as 
sparking curiosity and reflection because most of his colleagues (and co­
learners) were not British and this provided him with an opportunity to 
reflect on Britishness and the role of cultural values in life, and question 
them, to some extent. 
He also discussed a dysfunctional relationship with his boss: 
'I just need a different boss, I don't mind the actual job, it's the wrong 
boss, for me and uhm I, I think initially that was an awful realisation but at 
the end of the day if it isn't working, you know, and I wasn't happy, then, 
you know, you've got to make some changes so you know, hopefully, I 
will have learned from the MBA and reflecting and uhm hopefully I can get 
a different boss somewhere who is better for me {laughing}.' 
(4) Reading for cultural contexts and social structures 
Issues of cultural contexts and social structures permeate Mike's narrative. 
Even though Mike expressed his openness and interest in other cultures 
and considered other values, beliefs and priorities his voice also 
expressed an opposition 'we-them', clearly contrasting cultures and, at 
times, expressing stereotypical views. He provided several examples of 'a 
typical Western' 'quite selfish' individualism - being interested in own gain 
and bettering yourself (rather than thinking about a community or society), 
259 
.... 
Chapter Seven 
materialism (accumulation of goods and materialistic perception of 
success) and logical, linear and critical thinking (highlighted by Clegg in 
her numerous critiques of prevalent individualism, agency and 
competitiveness, for example 2010, see chapter 3). Mike contrasted these 
individualistic and materialistic tendencies with perspectives in other 
cultures where inner, personal growth and helping others is more 
important and where satisfaction is derived from respect other people 
show for this kind of dedication: 
'in the West, rightly or wrongly we seem to think we need to accumulate 
lots of stuff, lots of possessions, lots of tangibles, the big house, car, you 
know, so quite showy I think, whereas in other cultures I'm aware it's 
about inner, personal growth, you know, they don't need any 
possessions. ' 
'and I've got a fairly uhm, star like mind map here ... a typical Western, 
{laughing} logical star map, I think but I have been quite selfish in a way, 
because of, of, under Hofstede's character ... cultural characteristics 
being English I'm quite individualistic, so I haven't included anything like 
uhm building the country or religion or anything like it.' 
'everybody's individual in this respect, some have 0 different needs but 
being English, uhm, it's a sort of norm that you are expected to achieve, 
you know, have car, a handful of kids, steady job, 0 stuff. So, you know, 
you wouldn't be going well not having a steady job and doing, being a 
sponge in your own society, you need to be a contributor.' 
He was also aware of a general context of the fast-paced, constantly 
changing and complex reality we live in, with all the pressures of modern 
life (lack of time and resources to deal with everything, issues around 
handling pressure and maintaining a healthy life-work balance) and 
constantly growing knowledge, technological changes, which require a 
great degree of flexibility and continuous learning in order to adapt, 
'survive' and 'keep up' with everything. Mike perceived his workplace as 
an example of such a complex social structure with a specific set of norms 
(to which not everyone adhered).The disappointment with his boss's 
managerial style (described above) contributed to Mike's feelings that it 
was not worth fully committing and 'burning himself out' and instigated 
further reflection about his position in the company, the future and what he 
really wanted to do in his life: 
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'my motivation was to live to work and I am very passionate about work 
but I wasn't getting what I needed in Maslow's hierarchy 0 so I decided I 
was offering the company too much, I was very committed, and I burned 
myself out, being stressed and all that so I think the next job I have 1('11) be 
more pragmatic and just work to live and uhm, be, in some ways a bit 
awkward, which I came across people like that in my previous job, which 
would just drive me nuts because they, they weren't passionate, 
motivated and committed to the same extent as me. But I can 0 uhm I got 
the things I needed like Maslow's hierarchy then I would have thought it 
was worthwhile so the next job I'm going to be a lot more pragmatic about 
and, and in some ways it's just playing a game like everyone else's does, 
you only do what you have to do, rather than what actually needs to be 
done, which is a terrible attitude to work but that's, that's modern art, isn't 
it? So, I have, I've had my learning in that respect, yeah, which is, I'm not 
proud of it but that's what everybody does and that's not very good, in my 
opinion, work ethics but, but that's the Western game, isn't it? So it's 
(what's in it) for me {laughing} which I never, as far as that line of thinking 
until I went on some very eye opening courses in, in (OonOT) this year 
about (a lot of) stuff, you know, 0 teams, motivation, that sort of thing so 
some, some very (valuable) people, external trainers who 0 my company 
so yeah it's dangerous because it got me thinking and now, now I am 
{laughing}.' 
Although, at a cognitive level, Mike decided he needed to give less and 
'play the same (Western) game' as everyone else does, his voice 
expressed disappointment and bitterness as such an attitude conflicted 
with his values of commitment, motivation and passion for work, which he 
decided to shed in exchange for a more meaningful life. This example 
brings out the complexity of work places with their distinctive cultures (and 
relationships influencing them) and the challenges that people face. On 
the one hand a global, fast-paced and changing environment provides us 
with more opportunities than ever, but on the other it puts a lot of pressure 
on human beings to 'keep up', stay in the 'race' and 'survive'. 
7.2.3. Case study 3: Mei (Chinese) 
Aged 21 at the time of the interview, Mei was enrolled on an MSc Finance 
and Business Management course at the UoB. It was her second year in 
the UK and at the UoB. She had completed her undergraduate study also 
at the UoB - BSc Advertising and Marketing as a '2+1' degree, which 
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involved studying two years in China and the third year in the UK with a 
final award given by the UoB. 
(1) Reading for the plot and the researcher's response to the narrative 
Mei's main narrative was a story of PD seen as a vehicle to become useful 

to society, contribute and become a (small) part of a bigger mechanism. 

Mei wanted to do her own 'bit' in her society and, more locally, in a 

company that may employ her in the future. 

In her narrative, PO was mainly about academic and career development 

and slotting into a designated place in the hierarchy of complex social 

relationships. It was not about personal change or transformation, but 

about bettering knowledge in order to serve your employer, society and 

fulfilling your duties. 

Mei highlighted that, as a Chinese, she felt a very deep connection to her 

parents and a reciprocal sense of responsibility (also for the future 
"
I!',,:,',generations). She also talked about PO as something that should fulfil 
1 
family expectations. 
Mei also referred to the Chinese highly competitive employment market 
with many graduates competing for jobs and the need to stand out from I 
I 
11 
.i 
the crowd. At the time of the interview, Mei was focused on finding another 
part-time job with a motivation to gain more experience, and in that way to 
gain an upper hand in the competitive market back home. I felt this was 
more important than the financial aspect, although Mei was proud she 
could contribute to covering her cost of living in the UK. 
Mei also narrated in detail the differences in pedagogic approaches and 
the etiquette of the classroom behaviour, highlighting 'huge difference' 
between the two countries. She explained that there is much more contact 
time in China, the classroom atmosphere is 'pretty serious', formal, 
hierarchical, teacher-centred and communication is highly structured ­
stUdents do not interrupt, ask questions or speak without permission. She 
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felt that an English classroom was relaxed and informal and the 
relationship between teacher and students was friendly. 
Mei enjoyed the multicultural environment of the UoB and the opportunity 
to talk to students of various backgrounds, for example in groupwork 
activities. 
At the end of the interview Mei came back to the issue of self-centredness 
and individualism of people in the UK: " think China is more, they are 
more about each other and work but here everyone do their own 
business'. 
Although she made an active effort to learn more about British culture and 
to gain more work experience, Mei seemed to position herself more as a 
temporary sojourner, focused mainly on obtaining her degree and gaining 
some work experience she could use back in China. 
Researcher's response 
I was surprised that a young person, like Mei, had such a strong need to 1:.1 ii(l 
be useful to society and by the meaning Mei ascribed to the notion of 
usefulness - not a sacrifice of the individual life for the sake of the country 
or other people, but usefulness on a much smaller scale (Just as a small 
employee in a big family to, to do my job ... and give my experience and 
working hard? Mei did not have a big vision orpersonal ambition; she just 
wanted to fulfil her duties and contribute to the collective efforts in the best 
way possible. She also wanted to 'give back' to her parents and, in the 
future, give her love, respect, knowledge and experience to the next 
generation. I found it thoughtful and mature, especially for such a young 
person as Mei. 
Many parts of this interview reminded me of the era of communism in 
Eastern Europe and I found myself reflecting on how a particular political 
and social system may affect people's lives and their way of thinking. I 
was, for example, moved by Mers reflections on the necessity to 'have 
connections'in order to gain a good employment (something that both my 
father, and later I, experienced in Poland). 
It seemed that in this complex web of social connections one has to find 
her/ his place and playa role in the society - be useful and contribute to 
the society, in Mei's words. On the one hand I can see how having her 
own place in the bigger scheme of things may give Mei a sense of 
belonging, reassurance and a sense of communal purpose. However, at 
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the same time it disagrees with my vision ofa human being able to 
achieve their potential (instead ofbeing slotted into a chosen spot). 
Mei's desire to gain more work experience to gain an upper hand on the 
market and her strong belief in the value ofeducation also resonated with 
both my own experience and stories shared by other students (for 
example, many CEE students reported studying for two or more degrees, 
sometimes consecutively and in two different countries, see Jankowska, 
2011). 
I found myself thinking that Mei was a sojourner who stopped here only for 
a moment; I did not see the signs or attempts to become more familiar with 
the host culture or to draw from it. I found some Mei's comments 
especially about teachers here difficult to swallow (see the reading for 
relationships below) and some other observations quite superficial (the 
type that a holiday maker would make about a host country). Although Mei 
talked about the experience of living in another culture as 'broaden[ing] 
[her] eyesight' she referred mainly to living in 'a total different culture' and 
making 'a lot of friends from different countries'. I kept wondering whether 
Mei spent a lot of time among her Chinese friends and her experience of 
'a total different culture' was informed by this. 
(2) Reading for the voice of the 'I' 
Reading for the voice of the 'I' was more difficult in Mei's case. This was 
partially because I am less familiar with the way of expressing that may be 
more typical for Chinese students (I found myself understanding easily 
various CEEs' ungrammatical expressions and awkward language 
translations because of my familiarity with the language structure and 
ways of expressing ideas - an aspect of being an insider researcher, as I 
explained in chapter 2). Hence, while reading for the voice of the 'I', I kept 
asking myself: is it an awkward translation, transfer of a grammatical 
structure or Mei's unique way of expressing herself, which may suggest 
the significance of some excerpts? 
Nonetheless I felt Mei's voice was strong and individual ('I') when she 
talked about her family, her education and career ambitions, her goals and 
specific ways of learning, for example: 
'maybe I will work here for one, two years, and then go back to China. 
Because I, I want to spend time with my family and, and spent it with my 
father (here). So maybe, it has much percentage that I will go back to 
China.' 
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'I think I don't want to be, uhm, management or senior, senior 
management, management, I just want to be a worker in a big family, 
uhm, a big company.' 
However, when asked about PO, its definition, noticing development or 
planning it, Mei spoke in a much more impersonal voice: 
'Personal development, uhm, it's to, uhm, develop my personal character 
to, to, to adopt in the society and to do, uhm, useful or contributing to the 
society and just to develop our, uhm, myself.' 
'Uhm, it's the development of uhm, myself to make me, make myself be 
useful and to contributing to the society and (then) 0 mhm, make 
satisfied, satisfy our, my family and maybe in the near future our children 
and uhm, the next generation.' 
Mei strongly identified with the Chinese culture which became evident in 
her language - she used 'we', 'our' to refer to different practices in China 
and 'they' when she referred to, for example, teaching in the UK. The way 
Mei spoke about being useful and contributing to her society and not 
pursuing her own goals contradicts the discourse of PDP as centred on 
individuality, competition and self-centeredness (for example, Clegg, 
2010) and is aligned more with how collectivistic cultures emphasise 
common, rather than individual, goals and perceive success as involving 
significant others (the family, peers or a society as a whole, Sallili, 2001). 
Moreover, Mei's ethical concerns for the future generations indicate that 
for her the scale of development is much longer and broader ('today's 
child [for Chinese] is tomorrow's ancestor', Pratt, 1999, cited in Kennedy, 
2002, p.432), transcending time and space, as opposed to the typical 
'short-term, fast and inimical to reflection about longer term ethical 
consequences' (Clegg, 2010, p.347) timescale of PDP promoted in the UK 
HE. 
(3) Reading for relationships 
Relationships were particularly important for MeL The first and strongest 
relationship was the one with her family and Mei also saw the family bond 
as culturally foregrounded in Chinese society. She highlighted how 
children are a priority for parents and how parents try to give their children 
everything they can, especially a good quality education (Mei referred to 
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her father supporting her financially and investing in her education). In 
return, children are grateful and respectful and feel they have to love their 
parents back and 'satisfy' their family in the future: 
'my family is very important to me, because in China, uhm, family, uhm, 
influence the children very much since you was young and the parents 
mean a lot to our, to our Chinese, uhm, children, our parents put their 
children in the first place, they think, think about, everything about their 
child and uhm, also the child uhm, respect our parents and love our 
parents back. Oh, so family is really important to our Chinese.' 
Kennedy (2002) points to this very tangible debt to the family that needs to 
be paid off, and, as explained above, for Mei, the notion of family and 
responsibility for own family is then extended also to the future 
generations (a feeling of responsibility for the next generation) as well as 
the workplace (Mei saw relationships within a company as family-like and 
this is highlighted by the way she interchanged the words 'family' and 
'company': 'I just want to be a worker in a big family, uhm, a big company, 
and just a small employee in a big family to, to do my job'). It seems that 
Mei had a strong need to belong socially to a family, company and society 
and she accepted the need for social transactions where she would fulfil 
her duties and in return be accepted as a part of a group. This is in line 
with Tweed and Lehman's (2002) discussion of the importance of 
interpersonal relationships and in-group cohesion as well as the role of 
models (both contemporary and ancient), emphasised strongly in 
Confucian approach and Kennedy's (2002) discussion of a strong sense of 
social responsibility within a network of mutual obligations (see chapter 4). 
Relationships with friends and social development are also mentioned 
throughout the interview and indicated as important for learning. Mei 
enjoyed getting together with both her Chinese friends and formally set up 
multicultural groups to discuss and complete various assignments. Friends 
(not teachers) are also the first point of call if Mei has any questions: 
'if I have questions for the teacher I just ask first for my friend and 
sometime I send email to the teacher, here [in the UK]. In China uhm, also 
ask friends, I, I rarely ask teacher for question. 
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Maja: So you don't ask in the classroom? 

No, I'm not. I just ask friends.' 

Relationships with teachers in China are based on respect - they are 
hierarchical and formal. The teacher is not there to be a friend, but to 
impart knowledge. I sensed Mei's admiration for Chinese teachers and her 
acceptance of power relationships, distance and a gap in communication: 
'In China ... the student respect the teacher, uhm, people think the 
teacher, the teaching job is very, uhm, very a high name and good. And 
here 1 think teacher and student sometimes can be friends and they are 
talk a lot at each other, and they have ... a nice atmosphere with each 
other. In class we can talk and laugh, uhm, and do something else, we 
can eat and drink and in China we can't, the class is (always) pretty 
serious because ... the teacher talk, sometimes teacher ask questions 
and the student answer but in the, uhm, sometimes students ask 
questions but we can't talk in aloud, we can't, we just listen to the teacher 
and, uhm write and do the note ... I record [my questions] and after class 
ask friends, I ask friends. Actually, when student ask teacher the question 
we ask our question between, between the break time. We, we not ask 
when we in class when the teacher was teaChing.' 
This respect for teachers has been highlighted by Tweed and Lehman's 
(2002, see chapters 1 and 4) discussion of respectful learning and looking 
up to those 'who provide models of virtue' (p.92). Turner (2006) also 
pointed out that such respect finds its expression in students' obedience 
and close following of teachers' direction, often pejoratively referred to in 
the Western academia as treating lecturers 'as close to gods' (Biggs, 
1999, cited in De Vita, 2007, p.156). 
Although Mei perceived relationships with teachers at the UoB as friendly 
and the classroom atmosphere as relaxed and 'nice', I also sensed certain 
amount of depreciation, especially in her words about teachers having less 
(and easier) work: 
'here, hmm the teacher is more easier, they just put material in a BRE013 
and a student download and in the class we just read through the 
material. Yes, so, and the students don't have that much questions but in 
China we ask a lot of questions, mhhh, so it makes the teacher very 
busy.' 
\3 BREO - an abbreviation for Blackboard-based virtualleaming environment, customised and 

used at the University of Bedfordshire 
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(4) Reading for cultural contexts and social structures 
The contexts of complex social relationships as well as the highly 
competitive employment market permeate the interview. Mei perceived 
having 'connections' as one of the main factors in obtaining a job and 
progressing in a career. She contrasted this with what she perceived to be 
a more equal opportunities market in the UK: 
'In China the competition is very high .... But here I think everybody is, 
have chance to win something, everybody's fair, here, people is in the first 
place so, we can have a chance to do everything we want. In China, it's 
very hard because in China the relationship is very important so .,. if you 
have a relative who is a management in the company it's easy to get in 
the company. So the relationship is important ... because there are so 
many Chinese in China so the competition is very high ... [so success is] 
just when one get a good job, I think because the, the university students 
are so many in China now a lot of, a lot of students after graduated they 
can't find a job, satisfied job.' 
This, again, is in line with the discussion on the complex network of 
relationships in China (see above and chapters 1 and 4) and the issues of 
transferability of PDP (see chapter 3). If having connections is more 
important than individual achievements, what value does PDP with its 
emphasis on individual effort hold for students returning back to China? 
7.2.4. Case study 4: Akili (Tanzanian) 
Aged 27 at the time of the interview, Akili was enrolled on an MSc 
Entrepreneurship and Business Management course at the UoB. She 
came to the UK in 2005 (2 years before the interview), took up a place in 
college (which she was disappointed with), then switched to the ACCA 
course (not to have a gap in her career) and then followed onto the MSc. 
She completed her undergraduate degree back home. 
(1) Reading for the plot and the researcher's response to the narrative 
Akili' narrated the story of PD as a life-long learning process ('vicious 
circle' [sic]), in which people strive to achieve their goals and dreams by 
learning, working hard and progressing to the next levels. The motivation, 
wish to achieve and focus are essential, but inevitably there are many 
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challenges along the way. Akili believed that we need to try to overcome 
these challenges and, with growing experience, we may find it easier (she 
compared it to a person exercising who finds it easier with gradually 
acquired fitness). However, she also spoke of the need to be 'realistic' and 
learn to accept things which cannot be changed due to different 
constraints (for example, legal restrictions). 
Akili appeared to be a self-aware and imaginative young woman who 
believed wholeheartedly in the need to develop, 'update' herself and 'go 
with the pace of the world'. She presented her idea of PD metaphorically 
as climbing a mountain, where an individual gradually climbs to the top, 'to 
the point where [they] just look back and say: I've done something'. So for 
Akili, it was about 'getting to the top'- achieving goals and fulfilling her 
dreams and desires, which lead to the feeling of self-realisation and self­
satisfaction ('gathering fruits'). 
Akili's belief in the value of learning, knowledge sharing and transfer, 
social responsibility and a strong motivation to achieve and realise her 
'vision' and 'dreams' was admirable. Although Akili was optimistic, full of 
enthusiasm and hopeful to achieve, at the same time she acknowledged 
the importance of 'being realistic' and knowing her (own or imposed) 
limitations. She linked personal with local and national dimensions in a 
thoughtful way, giving a coherent vision of PO that not only benefits an 
individual, but also has an impact on others. 
Akili appreciated formal education and had a lot of respect for knowledge 
and knowledge gatekeepers, both in the UK and back home. However, 
she felt that there was a certain 'connection of respect and fear' as 
lecturers in Tanzania were described as powerful, authoritarian and distant 
with students being afraid of them. 
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Akili had no previous experience of PDP at the university, but the concept 
was known to her through participation in AIESEC14. Akili was overly 
positive about the PDP-like experiences at AIESEC. She talked about PO 
in terms of facilitation, fun, self-discovery, discovery of individual potential 
and nourishing it, as well as agency (more private, inner aspects of PDP, 
Draper, 2009). I wondered whether her positive perception was linked to 
the fact that this type of PDP was voluntary and happened in an 
environment which might have been more conducive to this type of very 
personal activity than in a formal university setting (for further discussion 
see section 9.4). 
Researcher's response 
I found this interview particularly moving because of the powerful 
metaphors that Akili used throughout, beginning from her concept maps (a 
mountain and a tree, see chapter 6). I found Akili's interview very 
reflective, proving perhaps the point that when directed with questions and 
provided space and time to reflect students are able to reflect deeply. I 
was also moved by this woman's national pride and humanistic values, her 
beliefs in the value of learning, knowledge sharing and transfer, social 
responsibility and a strong motivation to achieve and realise her 'vision' 
and 'dreams'. However, I also felt the tension between individual desires 
and gains and the need to give back to own country. I wondered whether 
students who come from arguably more collectivistic countries (like China 
or African countries; Hofstede, 1986, 1989) grapple with these kind of 
tensions more often than their Western peers. 
(2) Reading for the voice of the 'I' 
The voice of the 'I' was perhaps strongest in the passages that related to 
deep inner desires, dreams, wishes, goals and plans: 
'I have a dream ... or I had a dream since maybe when I finished my high 
school, this kind, and my dreams, lots of dreams, was, I want to be, go to 
{whispering} to another level. And when I got to one level I said, no, not 
this one, I want to go on top of this, and on top of another one.' 
'when I plan or have planned my dreams, my vision, then when I get into 
my dream, then I feel (for instance) I say, let me, I want to work hard and 
save my money .. .' 
'if I like it strongly then it has to be something to do with my dreams.' 
14 Association Internationale des Etudiants en Sciences Economiques et Commerciales - a global 
youth organisation aimed at developing various professional skills with an accent placed on 
leadership; http://www.aiesec.co.uk/ 
270 
Chapter Seven 

The way Akili spoke about her desires was vivid and evocative, filled with 
metaphors. There was a sense of urgency and being grounded in the 
present in the lines referring to dreams and plans. Akili did not say: I would 
like to or maybe I will - there is no hesitation or disbelief. Her voice was 
strong, stating: 'this is my vision and by working hard, overcoming 
challenges and climbing onto the next levels I will achieve it' - this was 
also stressed by the tone and intonation: 
'next year I'll finish my master's programme, I want to do this, I want to get 
experience, this is what I want. experience, so it's in my head that I have 
to get experience.' 
As indicated in the first reading, Akili expressed a tension between her 
own desires and social responsibilities, which is also highlighted by the 
use of 'should' which indicates her sense of obligation: 
'People like me should give back to the society ... I feel very much 
responsible. ' 
This can be explained by Preece et ars (2008) discussion of values such 
as a commitment to collective continuities, transmission of culture, 
harmony, empathy, reciprocity and 'learning for citizenship' (p.278) as 
particularly important in an African context (and contrasting with values of 
individual achievements, promoted in the West, see chapter 3). Perhaps, 
having encountered those more individualistic tendencies when living in 
the UK, Akili felt torn between those two sets of values? 
Akili also felt that even though her dreams and goals (both individual and 
social) were very important to her, she also needed to be realistic (a 
phrase she used frequently) - take into account a variety of limitations and 
also the need to fit in (which may require adjustments): 
'[I want] to fit into the society that I want, to fit into something that I feel, to 
the society that I feel that I fit and to the field of work that I feel I'll fit.' 
'I need to fit in, to live in a diversity world, I need to accept that today's 
world is global [if I don't] I don't think I am realistic.' 
'these days technology seems to be everything ... , without technology I 
can't say people will be realistic because ... if you want to be a doctor or 
scientist, or maybe a business man or a business woman uhm, I need to 
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go with the pace of the world, ... I need to adapt to technology, 
technological challenges ... so these are the factors and uhm I wanted to 
be more realistic ... there are challenges, and challenges, I didn't put it 
[this way] maybe problems.' 
Akili's voice was weighted between individual needs and social pressures, 
between her dreams and assessment of feasibility and between optimism 
and belief in her own abilities to achieve her goals and realism, indicating 
that she reflected over different factors and took measured decisions. 
(3) Reading for relationships 
The topic of social relationships permeates the whole interview, indicating 
their importance in all aspects of life and at all levels - belonging to a 
family, a social circle, a community, a country and a global world. Without 
a sense of satisfaction derived from social relations at all these levels life 
can be meaningless: 
'because if I am satisfied with the career and not with, uhm the things 
surrounding me like my family, my friends, the society I live in, community 
or the country of I mean social factors, if, if I'm not uhm satisfied with that 
then I won't feel good. I just go to work or I do my business but then when 
I'll sit down and say let me relax and have, you know, fun and enjoy 
myself if I don't have a family beside me, I don't have yeah, friends.' 
Akili recognised the importance of having 'networks' and building social 
relations in 'a global world' in terms of gaining more knowledge and 
experience: 
'I put the social part of it because ... now I have more friends, I know a lot 
of people from different countries and, and I have contacts, networks, and 
everything so then they got together but when I was, I mean 5 years ago 
uhm, 5 years ago I had, I was limited somewhere, just in, in my country or 
in my area, yeah not my country, my area specifically, know my family, my 
people, my friends there, around.' 
The 'global' perspective was so important for Akili not only for personal 
contacts and progression of her individual career but also because of 
more complex situation of African education (see chapter 1) with an on­
going emphasis on development, political pressures and many areas of 
priority. In another part of the interview Akili mentioned that a lot of 
lecturers from Africa go abroad 'to learn something new', which can then 
be used to support the country's development. 
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For Akili, knowledge transfer and sharing happen through relationships 
(peers at the university, at work, in communities) and being able to discuss 
with others was crucial for learning: 
'So if we are group of 4, if I say what I know and you do, we share what 
we know, then if, [learning] is sharing knowledge, big time, yes.' 
This points to the importance of social relationships in knowledge 
construction, emphasised in the literature on both teaching and learning 
(constructivist learning theory, see chapter 1) and development (see 
chapter 3). Akili also narrated the importance of building appreciative and 
trusty relationships at work, especially with management, and the 
immense value of this for personal and professional development. It 
showed how a respectful, thoughtful employer who recognises an 
employee's strengths and provides her with more challenging tasks can 
both gain from this relationship and help an employee to develop further: 
'I got a lot of experience to, a customer service, to serve people, to help 
people, to solve some, you know, complaints and everything ... my 
manager ... he was actually putting trust on me because I was showing 
that I can go now very fast and the experience I got. ... during my 
[university] holidays he always calls me and tells me: can you come and 
do like for, for 3 months and, and every time I go there he gives me a 
task, the role ahead of what I did last year so ... I was there a cashier and 
then, for, when I finished my first year ... I was doing a market research, 
kind of market surveyor ... and the next year ... actually he called me and 
he apPOinted me to be assistant manager so I took the assistant manager 
position and so I can see myself, like, some people, they, uhm, recognise 
and appreciate my development.' 
She also spoke about teacher-learner relationships in Tanzania as much 
more formal, hierarchical, with a clear distance between teachers and their 
learners. Teachers are seen as knowledgeable, powerful, respected and 
to be feared: 
'our culture is more of a, you need to respect an adult and the respect is, 
there is a connection of respect and the fear ... but fear is, I mean, it's like 
on top of you. They know everything. You need to take everything from 
them and 
Maja: So you can't question them [really? 
Uhm], it's very rare, if you argue with them then uhm, sorry, then there is 
a possibility that, that you will be disciplined or something can happen or 
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even the person will dislike you because you're challenging but in here I 
can see [it's different].' 
This aspect has been discussed by Adeyami and Adeyinka (2003), who 
pointed out to the importance of morality in African education with its 
respect for teachers, regulations and (expected) standards of behaviour, 
which are to be imparted on and executed by the teachers. This is referred 
to as the 'practice of indoctrination', which invokes obedience and fear in 
the learners (see chapter 1). 
(4) Reading for cultural contexts and social structures 
Akili strongly identified with her own country and often referred to 
Tanzania as 'my country' and the UK as 'this country'. At the beginning of 
the interview when I asked Akili to introduce herself, she immediately 
referred to her country: 
'I am from Tanzania. It's in East Africa where Mount Kilimanjaro and 
Zanzibar is, the beautiful, the beautiful country really.' 
Akili's national pride was visible throughout the interview, in her mission to 
spread the word about the beauty of her own country and to educate other 
people about what Tanzania had to offer. 
At the same time, Akili placed herself in different cultures: local (university, 
community), national (home and host cultures) and global and expressed 
her need to 'fit in' in all of them. 
She made several references to the need to learn from the host culture 
and then transfer knowledge onto others back home (both personally in 
reference to Akili as a socially responsible individual and others, for 
instance, lecturers learning here and going back to teach others (see the 
discussion above). Although she felt it was important to take new 
knowledge and technologies home, she was also very careful not to 
criticise or put down her own country (or lecturers). 
Akili was aware of her specific positioning as a privileged (educated) 

woman coming from a country where education is not available to all. 
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Therefore, Akili made several references to the need to learn from this 
experience and then transfer her knowledge onto others in Tanzania. 
However, Akili also hinted that being Tanzanian puts her in a slightly 
disadvantaged, position (due to the lack of resources, training 
opportunities, access to technology). In consequence, she was also 
concerned with 'fitting in', 'going with the pace' and adapting to the global 
world - issues highlighted in the PDP's objective to prepare students for 
highly competitive, global markets (see discussion in chapter 4). In order 
to achieve her goals, Akili felt she needed to gain more knowledge, skills, 
experience and update herself (especially technology-wise). It seems that 
Akili subjected herself to the dominant discourse of employability in the UK 
HE (Clegg, 2007, 2010; Rabikowska, 2009; Hilsdon, 2010, see chapter 3). 
Akili also seemed to be caught in a tension between wanting to be a 
'global citizen' and wanting to stay close to her own culture, country and 
give back to society. In order to stay in the global game she felt she 
needed to get a worldwide recognised qualification, some work experience 
and update herself by accessing various resources which were not 
available to her back home. She also 'want[ed] to explore the opportunities 
of the world and not just limit [herself] into [her] country'. At the same time 
she felt she needed to share her experience, 'transfer the knowledge to 
other people'. On a different level she was also torn between her personal 
preference to stay in the UK and progress in her career and the sense of 
social responsibility calling her to go back home and 'give back to society' 
as well as a desire to have a career and to have a good family and social 
life - a tension that many women feel. 
This reading highlighted the complexity of living in the global and fast­
changing world with its inherent contradictions - offering more than ever 
opportunities but, at the same time, producing tensions and pressures and 
making choices more difficult. 
275 
Chapter Seven 

The summaries ('pen portraits') of the remaining seven participants are 
available in appendix 8. 
In this chapter I aimed to represent the depth and complexity of each 
individual's perspective and illuminate the multi-layered nature of personal 
development and 'the interplay between self and relationship, psyche and 
culture' (Gilligan et ai, 2003, p.169) - issues central in students' accounts. 
Specifically, the two last readings of each transcript (for relationships and 
cultural contexts and social structures) revealed a clear connection 
between my data and a bulk of literature on international students' 
adaptation to living and studying in a foreign environment, for example 
intercultural learning as horizon-broadening experience, changes in 
identity, disjuncture, ambiguity or uncertainty in the absence of 
recognisable cultural clues (Erichsen, 2011; Miller-Perrin & Thompson, 
2010; Gill, 2007), the issue of becoming aware of one's own culture as a 
result of immersion in a different culture (Spencer-Datey, 2000) and the 
importance of social exchange and support and relying on international 
students' networks for it (Montgomery, 2010). These case studies also 
reveal the interplay of past experiences and social and cultural pressures 
which exert influence on students' conceptualisations of PO and their 
plans for the future, confirming Turner's (2009) point that social 
constructions privileging individual development are not universal. 
However, the knowledge and intercultural experience gained through 
interactions in highly diverse environment can also disrupt students' 
ontological being (Barnett, 2007) by making them question societal norms 
and cultural pressures (Irving & Williams, 2001) - something that Mike 
refers to as 'dangerous thinking'. As a result, some students may feel 
trapped between 'what their culture taught them' (Aneta) and what their 
changing values, beliefs and priorities orient them towards (Akili's dilemma 
of whether she should go back to Tanzania and 'give back' to her society 
or pursue individual goals staying abroad). The presentation of four 
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individual case studies captured participants' contrapuntal polyphony of 
voices expressing not only their unique personalities, thoughts and 
feelings but also revealing a variety of tensions and dilemmas that they 
experienced. 
The next chapter aims to understand the material more collectively, in 
order to take stock of a variety of understandings of PD and PDP and 
identify shared meanings and differences through a more thematic 
presentation of the data. 
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Chapter Eight: The Confluence of Voices - Thematic 
Analysis 
In this chapter I describe a move from in-depth case analysis of 'the 
holistic understandings of individual respondents [ ... ] to tackling the data 
set as a whole' (Mauthner & Doucet, 1998, p.135). Here therefore I 
concentrate on the themes that were important to many students in my 
study and elaborate on common as well as disparate perceptions and 
understandings of particular aspects of PD and PDP. In discussing my 
findings I also note how the themes in the literature I reviewed are 
reflected in the content of participants' accounts. 
The four readings of each individual transcript for four out of the eleven 
postgraduate students, presented in the previous chapter, brought to my 
attention the heterogeneity of students' experiences and understandings 
of PD in a diverse environment, such as the UoB. Although a sizable 
amount of literature (see chapter 4) proposes a social construction of 
international students as a group with a set of specific characteristics, 
problematized by issues that both the students and HEls hosting them 
face, the in-depth analyses led me to the conclusion that there is no such 
thing as a homogenous group 0 international f students or a typical 
international student (see, for example, Haigh, 2009; Trahar, 2006a, 
2006b, 2007; Ryan & Viete, 2009; Montgomery, 2010; Trahar & Hyland, 
2011 ). 
Although attending thematically to the interviews inevitably obscures or 
compromises some of this heterogeneity, it also brings attention to the 
commonalities or shared experiences - aspects that were important to 
many students, even if individual interpretation or expression was 
different. Thematic analysis, as Frost (2011) suggests, can be useful for 
theorising across a number of different interviews and identifying common 
(and also different) themes in the sample. Yet, she also warns that it is 
impossible 'to know that all participants in a research context mean the 
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same thing although the analyst groups their narratives into a similar 
thematic category' (p.1 09). Apart from this issue, I also saw in my data a 
complex network of connections between different themes that could not 
be easily mapped onto more isolated themes identified during GT analysis 
(for example, the themes listed under social relationships were interlinked 
with cultural and social structures as people interact within specific 
environments). As Gergen (1992) puts it This overture suggests the major 
themes. Countertones may resist articulation. You may not find what you 
want. The voices mingle and collide. Only in the confluence will the totality 
be fixed ... temporarily' (p.129). 
Mauthner and Doucet (1998) suggest that capturing the most important 
themes and sub-themes is possible because of the intensive work done on 
the individual transcripts, which sensitises the researcher to issues or 
voices that had already been identified as critical in terms of 
understanding the experiences of individual interviewees and also 'new' or 
challenging within the researcher's particular area. This shift from 
individual to a more general level also requires a conscious selection 'of 
certain issues while closing down others' as 'we have enough and even 
too many "new" issues we wish to write about and contribute to our areas 
of work' (ibid, p.134). Inevitably, in this chapter I present a selection of 
themes which were foregrounded by the eleven students interviewed and 
seen as particularly important by me. 
The analysis presented below draws on formal and informal modes of 
analysis (see section 7.1) as I attempted to bring out different layers of 
meanings, 'voices' and contrasting ideas and attend to three 
(interconnected) levels of being in the world - subjective, relational and 
cultural/social (although, naturally, some themes may be located or 
representative of some of these areas only). The eleven postgraduate 
students were interviewed (for the sample details see table 7, chapter 6) 
and the data analysis presented in this chapter is based on this material. 
< 
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8.1 Definitions and areas of PD 
All of the students saw PD as a process of progression from one stage or 
level to another, improvement, getting better at things and change, 
transition or growth. It is about 'getting a step, a step higher from where 
you are or, well, adding something that wasn't there' (Precious). Akili's 
metaphor of climbing a mountain embraces many concepts that students 
used: 
'it's a progress, you progress gradually from one stage to another, from 
one step to another level so to me it was ideally, was like you're climbing 
and you, you want to get into a point where you just look back and say 
that I've done something ... and to see: oh I was doing this and this just to 
fulfill my desires, to fulfill something that I wanted badly.' 
The majority of students discussed various areas of development. Some 
mentioned many areas, while others concentrated on one or only a few 
(the most important and/or requiring attention/improvement). The students 
who had experienced or were experiencing changes in their perception of 
PD also referred to underlying changes in values, resulting in changes to 
the hierarchy of importance of areas of development as well as the 
direction of PD and its ultimate goal. 
Some students (Masha, Ling, Mike) made a distinction between inner 
(personal/psychological, often intangible) and external (knowledge, skills, 
and abilities) development. 
Masha, for example, stressed that 'each person ... should develop .,. 
different spheres of its character'. She wanted to develop the 'external 
sphere' (intellectual, cognitive abilities, knowledge and career progression) 
and the 'internal sphere', which she further divided into personality, way of 
thinking and relationships with others. By 'personality' she meant 'some 
personal characteristics, personal features', which can be changed to 
some extent, although she noted that it is more difficult to define a goal or 
a target in this area (this difficulty, I believe, is one of the reasons why 
institutional forms of PDP often focus on more tangible, 'hard' and 
measurable skills, rather than more personal aspects, Draper, 2009, see 
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chapter 5). She gave an example of nervousness and, linked to it, lack of 
friends by narrating a story about becoming aware of the need to change, 
'begin[ing] to implement them [psychological things] on myself, which 
culminated in personal transformation ('so later mhhh, after graduation 
from school I had a lot of friends and I realised that I changed and now I'm 
a really calm person, compared with, uhm, that child'). 
Ling also highlighted the dichotomy of PD referring to 'two parts ... 
intangible development and tangible development'. These could be 
compared to Masha's internal and external spheres. However, some 
things that Masha saw as external, linked to cognitive abilities - gaining 
knowledge about the external world, developing intellect and being able to 
maintain conversations ('I should know it for my, uhm to be intelligent 
"'11 
person, to be able to maintain all conversations, to be able to, not to feel 
myself like idiot and everything, in any situations') - Ling viewed as 
internal/intangible (linked more to emotional and social development): 
'For intangible development is such as intelligence development and the 
emotional intel, intelligence development ... how to be friendly with your 
friends and how to link with a social, and social work place and other 
people who work with you, something like that. This is intangible, you 
cannot feel that but, so it is more about emotions and social life. And for 
tangible development is normally. I think is for money and for the living 
conditions. For example how big room you can get, you can have and to 
live there how, uhm, how, how much money you can spend for a living, 
living conditions .... money ... directly influence about the quality of your 
life so that's too part of my development I think.' 
Mike also made a distinction between inner and outer development, 
highlighting a shift from his concentration on more external development 
(maintenance of 'public self, career) to development of inner qualities, 
such as empathy or spending time with family (concentrating more on 
personal growth, rather than only socially accepted and cultivated 
personal development, Irving & Williams, 2001). Although his hierarchy 
was shifting, he still recognised the benefits of 'impression management' ­
working on self-presentation and building a positive public image (in terms 
of employability) and realised that often observable change in an external 
sphere. A 'visual persona' (professionalism, ability to work under pressure, 
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coming across as confident) can be manifested as a result of 'inner' 
developmental work (on self-discipline, control, being comfortable with 
yourself) and hence they can complement each other: 
'if you're in a competitive environment people will evaluate you and decide 

themselves whether you're successful and if they decide you're not, then 

that can have a negative impact ... I've leamed about impression 

management, the image you portray ... managing their perception is very 

important.' 

The extracts above indicate that different people may accentuate specific 
aspects of development in a particular area. Further examination revealed 
how the linguistic choices in a participant's voice may highlight the 
meaning and how personal, social and cultural values are intertwined and 
come to playa role in students' decisions about their PD. 
Masha was preoccupied with knowledge, intellectual abilities and cognitive 
skills - her language throughout the interview was 'scientific', lacking 
emotional content; she put a lot of value on education and invested her 
"1"1.t1time and effort in it (she was studying simultaneously for the MSc in the 
",i 
,.' "I 
UK and for a PhD, in a different subject, in Russia). For Masha, her career :::1 
was linked to intellectual development and was a means to achieve social 
recognition and an element of her identity as 'intellectual'. Such a social 
construction of identity can, to an extent, be theorised by applying a 
concept of 'intelligentsia' - a social stratum in Central and East European 
societies, which, as I argued previously (Jankowska, 2011), is still alive 
and influential for some people. 
ling was more interested in the emotional aspect of intelligence, knowing 
how to co-exist with others in, what she saw, as a complex network of 
relationships; the latter has been emphasised in the literature on 
Confucian heritage cultures (see chapter 1 and 4 and the below section 
8.1.4.4). Her language was 'emotional' and reflected a deep concern for 
people and feelings (asked about the most important thing she needed to 
learn, Ling said without any hesitation: 'the first thing is love ...'). 
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Tangible/external development for Ling was linked to earning and 
standards of living achieved by a successful business career. Ling 
elaborated on the high regard for successful people, their privileged 
position in the Chinese society as well as the social responsibility to share 
and educate others (who then could follow their path) and complexity of 
relationships and social obligations - another aspect emphasised in the 
literature on teaching and learning in China, where those who teach are 
regarded highly and charged with moral responsibility for the next 
generations (see chapters 1 and 4). 
Although other students did not verbalise so clearly a division between 
inner/intangible and external/tangible development, it was indirectly 
present in their responses. 
Itnt·,.,
.bl 1 f'I 
" ..of ~" 
"'~-f 1<. 
,~,!"NThe most frequently discussed areas of development fall into the following 
,:::i ~l 
':::'::iibroad categories (although they are inter-connected and often 
"",;)1"
:::ti
overlapping): 	 "",n
'"-",1. 
">'1. 
"I 
'I 
• 	 academic (education, both formal and informal, including English 

and academic skills), 
 1',. 
" 
• 	 career and professional development, 
'. ,:;'. 
• 	 personal (character/ personality, way of thinking, values, beliefs, 

priorities, understanding yourself, finding 'your place' and 'fit'), 

• 	 social (maintaining and developing relationships, 
• 	 physical (exercise, diet), 
• 	 spiritual (religious routines). 
Depending on personal hierarchy and the perceived temporary need some 
students would prioritise some areas over others. 
8.1.1 Academic and professional development for career progression 
Unquestionably, academic development was important for all students 
who explicitly connected obtaining a degree with enhancing their 
employability, therefore linking academic with professional areas. Despite 
the differences in the degree of clarity of future direction and planning, all 
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students hoped that a postgraduate degree would increase their chances 
of a professional career and provide financial security for them and their 
future families. 
Mike, for example, decided to take a year out of his career to complete an 
MBA to enhance his employability and 'get up to the next level on the 
ladder' (especially in the view of possible reduction in the number of jobs 
in the sector of industry Mike was employed in): 
'personal development is to get closer to employability by acquiring 

transferable skills, which can give me increased opportunities and enable 

me to perhaps change the career and get a different or better job.' 

He also commented on the requirement of having a formal, recognised 
qualification: 
-'1.1-1 •• 
:jj:l,rll 
t.,.j.,,!
...··'t,·
f·l p~'~'Getting a bit of paper at the end of the course to say that I've achieved. 
::titl 
BUhm, that's one of the reasons I'm doing it but not the only reason cos I 
::::;11chose a specific course for a reason so I'm doing the course because I !"::,~JI' 
want to do the course but I need the proof that I've done it and achieved a ':·;·rj'
''-':'
-"'·1.level so a bit of paper is in fact, is important.' 
"'Itt 
,,11'
'J,; 
This view was also echoed in Precious', Kate's and Matej's words who , ): 

believed that obtaining a degree is an essential condition for gaining 

employment: 

t"J' 
:',,::" 
'If I know I want a job (first thing then) is to get the education first, and I 
know it's important. Then after I get education I know that I can get the "I 
job.' (Precious) 
And not any employment, but a better one: 
'I have come to further my education and so my Masters, so that I would 

get the ideal job that I have always wanted.' (Precious) 

'Basically this university, that's one major goal, when I finish the 

university, then it leads to a good job and then having a successful job, it 

means to gain what I want.' (Kate) 

'Of course base is education so, uhm, degree for a moment, get as much 

as possible from it and then build on it, by, build on that knowledge I get 

on the university and then go higher in the work and take opportunities 

that come and yeah, move on.' (Matej, whose ambition was to become a 

CO at a big company, such as, for example, SA or Coca Cola) 
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Clare also believed that education could give her a sound basis for 
development and equip her with knowledge, which she could use in 
building her career, first at a managerial position ('higher rank') in the 
banking sector and then working for herself: 'I want to be a consultant one 
day and therefore I have to gain broad knowledge in all these areas, yeah, 
and I have taken the accounting already'. 
In order to achieve these goals she believed she needed to gain more 
qualifications (MSc), subscribe to professional bodies, learn formally and 
informally and deepen her knowledge through self-study. She also 
believed that having clear goals and specific plans and checking on her 
progress was vital. She was one of a few students that actually planned in 
a great detail, wrote down their plans with steps and deadlines and 
checked their progress. 
Other students also spoke directly about the relevance of their degree to 
future career: 
'It [Masters in Finance and Business Management] will help me... I think 
personally what I did now, what I do now it will be helpful for me and uhm, 
uhm, my dream is to be one, one of the most successful females in all 
China.' (Ling) 
All students talked about the need to develop in terms of career but their 
reasons differed. For example, Ling wanted a high standard of living and 
to be a successful, socially recognised and respected businesswoman, 
Masha wanted to be recognised for her intellectual and scholarly activity 
and others (Matej, Mike, Kate) wanted financial stability and security for 
their family: 
'in the future I want to be safe from all pOints of view ... so I can live my 
life and also my family can live safe life, not to be worried about going on 
the next day, like, if you have enough money and so that's, to this point 
like, that's why I am studying and all together, a good job.' (Matej) 
The quotes above indicate some students' expectations of a good 
graduate employment. Other students, although also hopeful, were more 
aware of a high competition and the need to have more than a degree ­
gain experience, network and continue with professional development. 
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The students who were planning or considering going back to their home 
countries for employment indicated that a foreign degree might give them 
an upper hand in the market. However, some of them were also aware of 
other factors affecting their employability - for example for Chinese 
students the context of high competition and social 'connections' 
(obtaining employment through family and networking with 'the right' 
people) were important and African students who wanted to stay in the UK 
raised the issue of work permits and legal restrictions. These contextual, 
social and cultural factors will be discussed further. 
8.1.2 Academic development for personal satisfaction 
Although all students saw the importance of gaining a qualification for their 
future career, some also recognised a virtue of learning for the sake of 
learning, expanding horizons, fun and personal pleasure. 
Matej commented on studying for personal satisfaction: 
'[I learn] cos I want ... to be clever, (in other words) I don't want to be 

stupid.... First place personal satisfaction .... I rely on is my personal '" , 

feeling, if I did the best and if ... after the exam, if I feel that I know 

something, I can put that into the practice and work, I can work on it, 

that's the satisfaction for me of the learning that I feel, I have learned 

something so 0 the grade is not [that important].' 

Similarly Masha discussed her desire to learn a lot of different things and 
have a broad knowledge about the world because she 'should know it' for 
her own benefit as well as to be perceived an 'intelligent person'. 
Aneta described how learning can awake her interests and motivate her to 
learn more: 
'[if] I find something that really interest me so I might go to look for more 

information about that ... maybe this is not as important for my studying 

but it's important for me, it's very interesting, so I would like to learn more 

about this.' 

She also explained how learning can be exciting when one thinks about its 
practical uses in a real life: 
'And usually I am so excited about it that I stop learning, I put the books 

aside and I'm, I'll start thinking how could I use this? In my own life. What 

" 
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can I do with this? In different situations, maybe for other subjects, maybe 

for my future job, maybe for my personal life.' 

The above quotes came from the interviews with CEE students and were 
distinctive for this group of learners. As I explained in chapter 1, education 
in the post-Soviet bloc's countries was perceived as the highest good and 
the end in itself (Hufton, Elliott and lIIushin, 2002a, 2002b, Perry, 2005). 
This can be linked to the perception of knowledge as liberating, a 
forbidden fruit and a way to guard oneself from a communistic brain drain 
(Jankowska, 2010). Therefore, education for many CEE learners has 
historically been seen as much more than a way of securing a good 
employment. It seems that for the CEE students in my study learning still 
holds intrinsic value and continues to be a source of personal satisfaction 
and an 'art' in its own sake (for example, Hufton, Elliott and lIIushin's 
research,2002a). 
8.1.3 Personal/inner development 
,"I 
All students mentioned various aspects of PO, which were often related to 
, I 
a particular challenge, a difficulty they needed to overcome, or aspect they 
, " 
wanted to work on through inner, mental conversations with selves and 
implementing steps to change. Ling explained the process of dialoguing 
with self (before seeking others' opinion) in the following way: 
'I think it should be, talk to yourself, normally, sometimes I feel confused 

what I did, I, I don't know what I did was right or wrong. Have, have, have 

to go to a really, really quiet place and simply talk to myself. I think, uhm, I 

just like 2 persons sitting there and I talk to myself, is that right? Is that 

what you want?' 

Some of these personal aspects are related to specific behaviours, 
thoughts and emotions, for example, Aneta spoke of an intervention she 
designed to tackle her lack of organisation and 'messiness', Precious 
referred to dealing with her issue of stage fright, Masha to managing her 
nervousness and Aseye to learning 'to accept things as they come'. 
Others referred to broader, more complex areas that needed development 
(which are interlinked with other areas) and/or more intangible - emotional, 
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spiritual, soul-searching activities, which can lead to an inner feeling of 
finding own path or place and getting to know oneself better, pointing to 
the importance of self-reflection and the development of self-awareness, 
as emphasised by Irving and Williams (2001). 
For example, some students perceived university as a big academic, 
personal and social challenge (Eszti, Kate) and/or an arena where they 
could experiment, try different things and decide what they wanted to do in 
their lives (Mike, Aneta, Eszti, Kate). They found the academic 
environment as facilitating reflection about self, searching for own 'place', 
'fitting in', 'proving self, as well as thinking about relationships. This is in 
line with theoretical discussion of the transformative power of academia, 
where universities are seen as natural sites 'for the formation of student 
,~ .. ' I·~ 
: :,1"identities' (Barnett and Oi Napoli, 2008, p.161), self-exploration, discovery '·'.'f·''~'I ".~ 
l !d'~ 
::'1~1.and maturation (Baxter Magolda 2001; Miller-Perrin & Thompson, 2010; 
.:::';!' 
.~:; ,~ia:· 
Killick, 2011). In HE students are expected to engage with new and ':',::j:i
.,'fl 
'Ii O 
diverse knowledge, to question it and to broaden their horizons in a way '. 
, 'I 
that facilitates the move towards epistemologically more developed . , 

positions (Perry, 1970; Kegan, 1982; Baxter Magolda 2001; Moore, 2002; 

Hofer & Pintrich, 2002). 

Eszti, for example, concentrated on her inner and social development with 

a goal of getting to know herself better and developing social relationships. 

Although she also spoke about development of independence, cognitive 

abilities and getting a job in her field after graduation, these 'external' 

aspects were mentioned briefly. Eszti highlighted that the university was 

the biggest challenge ever for her and as such it was an arena for her 

personal, social and academic development. She hoped that through her 

studies she would 'get to know' herself more and 'find [her] own place' and 

this was a recurring theme in her interview. She was preoccupied with her 

studies, deeply immersed in her current activities in an environment which 

offered a space for personal transformation which, she hoped, could 

increase her self-awareness, confidence and knowledge: 
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'I put 'me' in the centre because this personal development is, uhm, 
considers me. So me, like a person, how I will develop during this study. 
And, uhm, these things around me, shows that I, I'm thinking about how to 
my, develop my relationships with these things, for example this 
university; this is a big challenge for me. Uhm, that's why I show this is 
from me {pointing at her eM}.' 
The university also seemed to be an ideal place for developing 
interpersonal skills and building relationships: 
'I have new friends here and I met a lot of new people here and maybe if 
I'm studying here I, I know a lot of new people here, and, uhm and they 
can be much more open and I can make friendship much more easier, to 
get involved, to have chat with the people so that's why and, uhm, and 
during my first study months so I can gain new experience.' 
Eszti placed an accent on developing social skills, gaining confidence and 
becoming more open to others, while others spoke about deeper 
influences of living in a multicultural environment on their hierarchy of 
personal values and priorities in life (similarly to Aneta). 
Eszti's story of academic challenge, resulting in personal, social and 
academic development was narrated in a light, optimistic and enthusiastic 	
. 'i 
::;i 
" ,tone with an orientation to current positive experiences and her hopes for 
" I 
the future. Being in an academic environment, however challenging, 
seemed to be a 'happy place' for Eszti - full of opportunities, new 
experiences, ideas and friends, giving her space to grow. Such hopeful 
..:.,1 
and optimistic conceptualisation, which emphasises the transformative .") 

power of living and studying abroad and intercultural learning (Gill, 2007, 

Miller-Perrin & Thompson, 2010, Gu et ai, 2010, Erichsen, 2011), is often 

presented in the literature on international students by 'internationalisation 

enthusiasts' (see chapter 4). On the other hand, the literature also draws 

attention to a multiplicity of 'issues' that those students who decide to 

venture abroad may experience (see my discussion of the burden of 

international students in chapter 4), indicating that students may feel lost, 

misunderstood, inadequate, lonely and socially isolated (Ryan & 

Hellmundt, 2003; Byram & Feng, 2006; Caruana, 2007; Caroll & Ryan, 

2005; Haigh, 2008; Kreber, 2009). 
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,I: 
'I 
Within the interviews I conducted for this study not all the stories were 
happy and hopeful - several students described personal challenges and 
some experiences as particularly difficult or even painful. For example, 
Kate, similarly to Eszti, saw the university as a big challenge. However, for 
her it was an arena for proving herself and an opportunity to put the ghosts 
of the past (feelings of academic 'failure)' behind her. Kate hesitantly 
recalled her difficulties in getting things 'the first time with academic 
learning' and the need to 'sit and read and try to figure it out ... to gain the 
understanding of the things'. This perceived difficulty contained an echo 
from a bitter story of past experiences of schooling abroad (Kate's family 
moved from England to Cyprus, where she attended a high school). Kate 
talked of her memories of only good students being given attention and 
support, of being compared to her older 'brainy' brother and put down by 
some teachers. It seemed that Kate's desire to prove herself stemmed 
from those painful past experiences - as if she wanted to wag her finger at 
the past teachers and say: 'you were wrong, I can do it'. 
r,:Eszti took up an academic challenge to get to know and understand .,' 
herself more, find her place, develop and grow (a quest for inner 
transformation), while Kate seemed preoccupied with an idea of proving . , " : ~ 
herself, achieving a higher social status and getting a good job which 
would grant a good quality of life and allow her to avoid difficulties and 
pitfalls of emigrant life (especially in terms of employment) which she 
observed in her parents' lives. 
Reading through these transcripts and carefully attending to the voice of 
the 'I' and social/cultural structures highlighted how an individual's story of 
past experiences (especially in Kate's case), personal motives (to get to 
know yourself or to prove yourself), present educational environment and 
social expectations may influence or shape current attitudes and beliefs of 
different individuals. 
Kate talked about being compared to her brother and, more indirectly, 
about her perception of the family's high expectation of her. Looking 
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holistically at the interviews I came to an understanding that 'proving 
yourself in Kate's story line may be seen as a form of compensation for 
the past with a moral: despite all the odds being against me I persevered 
and proved them wrong. 
In contrast, Eszti narrated a story of her life prior to the university as living 
a day-to-day life in an intellectually undemanding job, without big 
aspirations, while trying to adapt to the life in England, in a new culture 
and learning the language. For her, moving countries was a big 
'adventure' and a test of independence. With her language skills, cultural 
competence and independence increasing, her self-confidence rose as 
well and she decided she was ready for a university challenge. Her 
previous ambitions and family expectations were not mentioned in the 
interview. Eszti's story is joyful, full of excitement with the main story line of 
a surprise: I did not even dream of it, yet look: I am here and I am truly 
enjoying it. 
Although these two narratives exemplified several differences in 
perception and understanding of an academic challenge by two 
individuals, it is important not to assume that they are mutually exclusive -
Eszti wanted to achieve and gain a good employment in the future, just 
like Kate did (but this was the next step for her) and Kate also wanted to 
learn for the sake of pleasure derived from learning (even though this 
might have been shadowed by her achievement needs). 
8.1.4 Social development 
All students talked about a variety of relationships and social influences in 
development and learning. Below I describe several areas of particular 
importance to the interviewees with a focus on family, friends and peers. 
Although I separate them as themes, the social aspect of development 
was interspersed with other areas (academic, professional and personal) 
and should not be viewed in isolation. 
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8.1.4.1 Family as a place of early development 
All interviewees mentioned family as a source of early development, 
learning and socialisation into cultural and social expectations, norms, 
values, rules, responsibilities and patterns of interaction. They also 
stressed the importance of a positive environment and good role models. 
Masha believed that early childhood experiences and ideas that we 
absorb through interaction within a family and our particular social and 
cultural background (for example, class) playa substantial role in the 
formation of identity. All the students felt that family influenced their way of 
thinking, provided rules of behaviour and affected their perceptions, 
attitudes and beliefs. Both Masha and Aneta reflected on the fact that 
cultural and social influences, although strong and important, evade 
consciousness until one moves outside of the environment and is 
confronted with different ways of being: 
'if you are brought, I mean, culture that has certain values are generalised 
for that society then you grow up in there and you think that's the best to 
do.' (Aneta) 
Aneta also realised that many of her values stem directly from her family, 
rather than the wider cultural background. I elaborated on this issue in 
chapter 4, drawing the reader's attention to the fact that all students (home 
and international alike) come from diverse backgrounds (cultural, ethnical, 
social, economic or linguistic). This means that 'individual [as well as 
class] differences within the "same culture" (Louie, 2005, p.23) may be 
more important than any overall cultural commonalities (see also Brah, 
1996; Haigh, 2009). 
For Aneta, the realisation that her family's values exerted such a strong 
influence on her life came later, during her study abroad, when she was 
confronted with the existence of other values. At that point Aneta realised 
that before she had not questioned 'what [her] culture taught [her]'. She 
gave an example of studying at the university as having an unquestionable 
value - something that was particularly important in her family: 
. 
'" 
" 
,'
. 
"I 
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'I spoke to my cousin who is younger than me and he said he doesn't 

want to go to the university and we started talking about it and I was trying 

to persuade him, well you have to go because it's so important for your 

life! And he was giving me arguments why not to go and I really didn't 

want to listen because that was just the way I was brought up to go to the 

university.' 

Now, after a few years of living in a different culture and meeting many 
people of various cultural backgrounds, Aneta realised she changed a lot. 
Referring back to the value of education Aneta explained how her family 
expected her to continue with education: 
'They push me into it! {laughing} Uhm, to be honest I'm actually, I'm doing 

my Masters because of my family. I wanted to do a year when I would 

work or maybe just not go to do the Masters at all because, as I said, my 

values changed but they pushed me {laughing} so I said ok. So, because I 

still think it's a good thing obviously. If I thought it was completely wrong 

than I wouldn't do it but I still think it's good.' 

Other students also suggested that family's expectations and dynamics 
playa role in continuing education, for instance Kate felt she needed to 
'prove' herself to be as 'brainy' as her brother, Mei's father paid for her 
'" 
. 'education in England in a hope to increase her social position and Masha , ! 
aspired to be as intellectual as her family. 
8.1.4.2 Family and friends as a source of support 
.:"Many students mentioned family and friends as important sources of 
support - emotional, physical and financial. Some students talked about 
the close ties with the family, especially parents, who provided not only 
support but also advice: Eszti recognised the depth of the support she 
received from her family and realised how much she missed them while 
living abroad, Mei explained how she always consulted her mother for 
advice and Matej elaborated on the importance of having 'a safe base' 
(family and friends) for growing up, from which he could set off to explore 
the world and to which he could return in difficult moments for consolation 
and encouragement: 
'family is the thing, if I can say the thing. that is the good people actually 

that support you, that ... you can rely on them in any situation including, 

you know, we all have good times, bad times and they stand behind you 

also in the bad times and it's very good and very important for 
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development because (then you have the) safe base to grow up and uhm, 
next one, yeah, it's friendship, of course you need to have people with 
whom you feel comfortable around, then, yeah, ... you can go out again 
{laughing}. As with anything, you need to have positive surroundings, so 
you need to have all these also like positive karma round you.' 
ling spoke about the support and positive energy she derived from a 
loving, nourishing family environment (which provides a strong 'backbone' 
for the future). She explained that if we are filled with love and positive 
feelings we 'have power, energy, energy to do these things, even [if] it's 
hard, it's difficult but you've got a strong support for yourself. Ling's 
mother provided her with invaluable emotional support after the father's 
early death in the car accident (time of 'worst dark', in Ling's words), 
therefore Ling considered the relationship to be very close, but not 
overprotective as her mother highlighted the need for independence as 
'nobody will always be with you your whole life so you have to be stronger 
and you have to be liveable'. 
ling believed her mother taught her the most important things in life, such 
'" , " 
as how to love, 'how to be a human being' and 'how to deal with 
problems'. Ling would first consider things for herself (self-dialogue), then 
discuss issues with her mother and consider her advice and also consider Ii 
other people's opinions and perspectives, especially peers as they have a 
similar ('modernly') way of thinking. 
8.4.1.3 Family - cultural construction of social norms and 
responsibilities 
Many students referred to family as the most influential social structure, 
which equips people with social and cultural knowledge, but also sets out 
expectations and responsibilities. 
ling and Mei (both Chinese) spoke of a family with a great sense of 
respect - listening to their parents, following their advice and giving back 
(social responsibility) without any trace of doubt, hesitation or teenage 
rebellion. However, Kate (British) believed she matured, grew out of that 
'teenage thing' and started to communicate with her family much later as 
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'at the certain age I think you know what family's about (and you can 
develop there)'. This might be linked to cultural norms regulating the 
acceptability of criticising any figures of authority or socially important 
others (in this case Ling and Mei's comments about parents and teachers 
indicate unquestionable respect, while those of British and CEE students' 
are more critical) and the cultural values ascribed to family. As I explained 
in chapters 1 and 4, in China and Africa - arguably more collectivistic 
cultures - the figures of authority (parents, teachers, socially important 
others) are highly respected and listened to, while Western philosophical 
tradition encourages debate and critique. Mei (Chinese, see chapter 7) 
and Aseye (Ghanaian) specified cultural expectations, norms and 
responsibilities in relation to a family life: 
'back in my country family is very, very, very important, yes, so, so it's my 
aim that I'd get married soon {laughing} and then have my kids and then 
as a Ghanaian no matter how old you grow you still have to take care of 
your parents, you know, and then your siblings, you don't lose, break that 
connection with your siblings no matter where you are.' 
Although both Mei and Aseye positioned the family as having an 
unquestionable value in their cultures, Mei referred to nuclear family 
(mainly parents and children) and concentrated on close ties, intimacy and 
reciprocity while Aseye spoke of extended family, social responsibilities 
(looking after people, remembering about them, maintaining connections). 
8.1.4.4 Complex network of social relationships 
Some students (Chinese and African) talked about a complex network of 
relationships, the importance of 'connections' in the world of employment, 
a hierarchical structure of society and stressed social status and 
recognition as well as a perception of deep care for each other. Ling 
explained that 'in China the social part is really important, your reputation 
... so much complex relationship between you and the others, you cannot 
do what you want to do but you always have to consider others.' 
Ling and Mei referred to the practice of considering and consulting others 
- parents, teachers, friends and successful/wise others, as well as the 
t·, 
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requirement to satisfy their family and lay foundations for the future 
generations. I have elaborated on this aspect in depth in case study 3 
(Mei) in the previous chapter and linked it back to the theoretical 
discussion of the importance and complexity of social relationships within 
a network of mutual obligations in Confucian heritage cultures (for 
example, Pratt, 1999, cited in Kennedy, 2002, Sail iii , 2001; Tween & 
Lehman, 2002; Kennedy, 2002). Below I provide further examples. 
Ling elaborated on the need to network, invite and go out with people who 
are not her friends and whom she perhaps would prefer not to meet, but 
she felt she had to 'because they're important people maybe in your 
career life, in your rest life, maybe sometimes you need the person to help 
you'. She also talked about social reputation and regard for successful 
people (measured by political power and money) who are required to 
share the knowledge and success stories with others (while, in her 
opinion, people in the UK just celebrate with their closest family and 
friends). 
Mei concentrated on the requirement to find her place and playa role in 
society - be a useful and contributing member (see chapter 7). 
African students (Precious, Aseye and Akili) also mentioned wider social 
relationships (for example, extended family) and social responsibilities 
(giving back to their country, contributing, bringing knowledge back), 
although they did not accentuate social etiquette in a way that Ling and 
Mei did. 
These excerpts also provoked my own reflection by bringing up still live 
memories of the era of communism in Eastern Europe and glimpses from 
Frantz Kafka's novels (especially 'The Trial', 1925) - the importance of 
connections and social exchange (giving something for something), having 
to rely on others (verdict or mercy), complex social relationships and 
obligations, the utopia of social equality and all people working together for 
a higher purpose. However, I considered how living in a society described 
'Iol 
'" 
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by Mei can give a sense of belonging and purpose - knowing her 
responsibilities and own place in a bigger scheme of things. This could be 
reassuring. At the same time, I observed how this vision collided with a 
more Western concept of an individual's freedom of choice and self­
authorship (internal identity, Kegan, 1994, p.184) or an American myth of 
a self-made person (to which Mike and Masha referred in their interviews) 
and reflected on the possible difficulties for students coming from other 
traditions to an environment which stresses autonomous learning and 
individual responsibility and may be seen as ambiguous, lacking structure 
and sense of direction from teachers. 
8.1.4.5 Social circle - support, fun, relaxation but also knowledge 
exchange and professional networking 
All students talked about simple sharing of life, spending time together (as 
Aseye put it 'for the fun of it' and 'to take the stress [of working and 
studying] away'), but also supporting each other and providing advice. Mei 
highlighted that peers often share similar, modern views (as opposed to 
old-fashioned views held by teachers or parents) which provides a :'1 
platform for mutual understanding, hence many students choose to turn to 
other students for answers to their questions. Montgomery (2010) pOinted 
in her research to the aspect of social support as particularly important for 
international students, who often build intercultural networks, which, to a 
certain degree, may substitute the support usually received from the 
family. 
All students also highlighted sharing of ideas, knowledge and learning with 
and from each other. They felt fortunate that they could meet, exchange 
ideas and experience things together, although the depth and scope of 
such exchanges varied from individual to individual. This highlights the 
social situatedness of learning and development (discussed in chapters 3 
and 7). 
Precious, Aneta and Aseye felt that learning together and sharing 
knowledge was particularly helpful for them. They highlighted how 
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explaining things to others facilitates memorisation of material ('once I do 
that I haven't forget it', 'by doing that it sticks [in my mind]' - Precious; 'that 
really, really set in my head then, I don't have to memorise it at all ... , we 
have fun and we learn by it, it's really good.' - Aneta) and how discussing 
with others can sensitise them to different perspectives and often allow 
them to arrive at a different (Aneta) or shared (Precious) understanding: 
'we challenge each other's ideas and maybe we come to a conclusion, 
which is better if I did it on my own, because I would see pink, while you'd 
see green and at the end you can come out of conclusion with yellow 
{laughing}.' (Aneta) 
Precious: 'because sometimes when you say something and the next 
person ... [says]: "no I think I understand it this other way" and 
now you see the person's points of view and much better than 
what you thought it was or clarify of what you thought or maybe 
there are some things like: "I don't understand, I read this but I 
don't understand what it meant and then oh understand it, yes, 
it's like this and this" and at the end of the day 
Maja: like collective knowledge? 
Precious: Yes, collective knowledge: 
As I explained in chapter 1, constructivist learning theories (propagated by 
Dewey, 1933,1938; Piaget, 1957 and Vygotsky, 1978) suggest that 
people learn not only by memorizing information, but also by integrating 
and organizing new data into prior knowledge (Ausubel, 1963; Novak, 
1998). Learners' active engagement and social exchange (as evidenced in 
the quotations above) can contribute to meaningful learning as knowledge 
is created by learners in a social context and as a result of social 
interaction (van Harmelen, 2008, cited in Pritchard & Woollard, 2010). 
Learning with and from others can also contribute to epistemological shifts 
towards more relativity, tolerance for complexity and ambiguity (Perry, 
1970; Baxter Magolda, 2001; King & Kitchener, 2002), especially if 
learning is situated in international groups. 
Aseye also highlighted a more practical aspect of social exchanges, 
pointing to the fact that others can be helpful in obtaining information: 'if 
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you didn't get something that was taught in the class' and sharing useful 
material for learning. 
Social circles were also seen as generating networks (particularly useful in 
the global world (see case study 4, chapter 7). 
8.1.4.6 Intercultural exchanges 
Social exchanges and learning with and from others coming from diverse 
backgrounds was a topic widely discussed among the students. For some, 
social exchanges instigated reflection and reconstruction of personal 
values, beliefs or practices (Aneta, Mike), while others seemed to stay at 
the level of observation (Mei, Masha). 
Whether students felt they gained knowledge, saw other perspectives, 
experienced other ways of being in the world, broadened their horizons, or 
changed some of their values, beliefs, attitudes or behaviours, they all felt 
enriched by the experience of living and studying in a multicultural 
environment. None of the students I talked to criticised the idea or " 
experience of intercultural group work - commonly perceived as 
problematic in the literature (Leonard et aI, 2004; Ryan and Carroll, 2005; 
Caruana, 2007). Their experiences were overly positive and led to building 
strong, intercultural networks of support (noticed also by Montgomery, 
2010 in her, much bigger, sample) and the atmosphere of a vibrant 
multinational community (Jankowska & Smart, 2007), which both the 
module coordinator and I thought contributed to a positive dynamics and 
the elimination of a sense of 'otherness'; Kate referred to this while 
comparing her current (positive) university experience with the previous 
(negative) high school one. She explained that due to the diversity in the 
UK, there is more tolerance for 'otherness' and people are treated more 
equally ('there's more different people from different cultures over here 
and I see people the same over here, whereas over there I think, I don't 
know, it was a bit weird'). In Cyprus she felt she was the new and odd one 
and that she needed to try to fit in, 'combine with them, join with their little 
groups' which 'is not always worth [it)'. In the UK Kate felt she could be 
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more herself, without trying to fit in or to be like everyone else, as, in 
effect, here everyone was different. 
Looking holistically at the spectrum of students' experiences and beliefs 
across this study I also began wondering whether the length of stay in a 
foreign country, expectations about the place of residency in the future 
(back home, the UK, somewhere else), as well as personal attitudes, 
experiences and immediate social circle all playa role in the perception of 
the depth and scope of intercultural influence. For example, Mei positioned 
herself more as a sojourner, who stopped here only for a short while (and 
was not planning to stay long term), and who observed differences (in a 
way that a holiday maker does), but did not get involved much outside the 
classroom. She socialised mainly with other Chinese students and her 
encounters with the 'other' were largely restricted to interactions at the 
university (for example, group work). Although she felt her horizon 
broadened as a result of studying abroad, she believed she was not 
affected or changed in any way. Aneta, on the other hand, had already 
been in England for four years, had a diverse circle of friends and settling 
down in the UK seemed to be a feasible option. She felt that the 
experience of living and studying abroad was highly transformative. 
Based on my conversations with students, I suggest that factors such as 
the length of stay, future plans and personal attitudes and beliefs can 
affect students' motivation and engagement with their new environment 
and either facilitate or hinder students' openness to change. For some 
students, it seems, deeper change is neither possible (too short a length of 
stay in the UK, not enough contact with host culture), nor perhaps 
desirable (due to a risk of re-entry shock on return to their home countries, 
see, for example, Robinson-Pant, 2009). Like Mei, they may acquire new 
skills and knowledge, make observations and comparisons between the 
two cultures and feel that their horizons expanded (cognitive increase), but 
they may not change (no sense of personal transformation). 
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8.1.5 Physical, mental and spiritual development (a healthy, balanced 
life) 
Although most of the students prioritised some areas of development, 
many of them spoke of the necessity to have a balanced, healthy life and 
attend to different needs. However, the concept of 'a balanced' life differed 
among the students. For some students it meant attending to physical, 
mental and spiritual needs as well as studying and working. Other 
students emphasised the balance between family and work life. 
For example, work was very important for Aseye, but she also recognised 
the importance of relaxing, taking breaks, and generally looking after 
herself: maintaining good health, keeping fit and going for medical check­
ups, holidays, travelling and relaxing with family and friends. She also 
emphasised her religious development and the need to engage in daily 
spiritual rituals. For Aseye, attending evenly to all these areas contributed 
to a balanced, stress-free life: 
'it's not always about working, working, studying, studying ... I have to do 
certain things to take the stress away {laughing}.Yeah, some vacation and 
I mean, health wise, I ... always make sure I'm fit, check, go on routine 
check-ups, yeah, and then also keep on making friends, you know, for the 
fun of it, and some for sharing ideas and sharing life personally, yeah, and 
then religiously, I mean, I am a religious person. I'm a Christian and, and I 
see that as developing my spiritual and fulfilling my spiritual needs as 
well, yeah and I see that area too as a way of developing my personal self 
because I, I personally, I believe that when I am spiritually sound, it, it 
then enables me to be sound in all the other things that I do.' 
Similarly to Aseye, Precious saw education as 'very important' but 'so is 
being healthy and fitness and having a family'. She explained that no 
matter how focused she is on her studies or work, this cannot put a strain 
on her family life because family is ultimately the most important thing in 
her life. She also pointed out the importance of keeping physically fit, 
going for 'medical check-ups' and eating healthy meals. 
Physical, medical and spiritual development were emphasised mainly by 
African students (both in interviews and in a bigger eMs sample, see 
chapter 4), who spoke directly of medical check-up, healthy meals, 
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exercise and religious rituals in their lives. The concepts of fitness and 
exercising were also found in Chinese students' concept maps. It is not to 
say that British or CEE students do not consider them as important, but 
these concepts were not articulated in relation to PD. They concentrated 
more on 'life-work' balance (Mike, case study 2) or 'holistic' development 
(Matej, Masha, Aneta). 
The above excerpts indicate that the 'ideal' of having a healthy, well­
balanced life is commonly recognised as a valuable goal by students, but 
individuals stress different elements that should be in balance. Apart from 
personal beliefs, environmental, social and cultural factors may playa role 
in the construction of what constitutes a well-balanced life. For Mike the 
work environment was a source of pressure and he referred to 'front line' 
jobs and 'rat race' giving grounds to an imbalanced life. In the immediate 
environment (family, social groups) specific practices may be given a 
particular attention (for example, religion or fitness). The students also 
recognised that at different stages of their development, different aspects 
may be foregrounded more. 
8.2 The purposes of PO 
All students talked about psychological, emotional, cognitive and 
behavioural aspects of development in different areas (discussed above), 
but the underlying values, beliefs, priorities, reasons for PO differed 
among them. Below I describe the most common purposes of PO, as they 
saw them: 
• To understand oneself and find one's place in the world 
'Understanding oneself was an important concept for all the students, 
both as a starting point in their journeys (recognising one's current 
positionl'level' of development) as well as analysing one's 'developmental 
needs' - Mike. They expressed their need to get to know themselves more, 
to find their own place, to fit in, to understand themselves in relation to 
others, to recognise their strengths, weaknesses or limitations and 
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potentials (and be 'realistic') in order to make informed decisions and 
plans for the future. As I highlighted before, Barnett and Di Napoli (2008) 
see universities as natural sites for this kind of self-exploration and 
discovery. It is not surprising then that the majority of students referred to 
PO as a process based on self-analysis. This self-analysis may lead to 
planning and implementing changes, which are then followed by further 
analysis, making the process on-going and cyclical one. In this sense the 
process never ends and is supported by personal reflections and feedback 
from others, as Mike stressed: 
'the key thing's to take on board the feedback from your reflection and 
others and think about it ... if you actually disregard your feedback and 
decide not to use it and so on, uhm I would say your probability of 
developing is lower but uhm, I mean it can be quite challenging to do, you 
know. You might get some pretty harsh comments, nasty or whatever, 
and some people are not perhaps strong enough to take it on and uhm, 
they may not even embark on, let's say 360, which is probably key to this, 
uhm, to understand how people see you from outside ... because you 
don't see yourself.' 
Mike and Aneta highlighted that PO requires a degree of honesty in self­
analysis. It may also require some bravery to be able to face feedback 
from others (Mike) or to stand up for one's own values and beliefs (Aneta) 
- both may be difficult for many people. Mike suggested that self-analysis 
may be misleading or not complete - some people may even be 'in 
denial'; therefore it is important to include feedback from others, if 
possible. Opening up to feedback can give a broader understanding, a 
chance to discover new things about oneself and instigate change, and 
therefore can be transformative (Mezirow, 2001). 
Personal reflection can also be facilitated by specific experiences (which I 
refer to as critical incidents) that challenge students or provoke their 
reflection (see section 8.3). 
• To achieve personal satisfaction 
Although personal satisfaction is not synonymous with growth, all students 
referred to it in relation to their development. They thought that the feeling 
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of personal satisfaction that comes with an achievement of their goals can 
be highly rewarding and motivate them to develop even further. Akili spoke 
about the need for personal fulfillment, satisfaction and joy which she 
could achieve by 'climbing to the top' and 'gathering fruits'. Mike 
highlighted his need to achieve the fifth level in Maslow's hierarchy (self­
actualisation) and Ling referred to her wish to have 'a wonderful life' (with 
a sense of peace, balance and harmony that could bring her satisfaction). 
Other students talked about specific areas in which achievement would 
lead to a feeling of fulfillment, satisfaction or self-realisation, for example, 
Masha and Matej referred to achieving intellectually (being 'clever', 
'intelligent') as particularly satisfying; Aneta and Mike derived their 
satisfaction from empathy ('if you can understand people and feel with 
them and help them ... it gives you a much better feeling about yourself, 
Aneta) and virtually all students referred to academic achievement as 
highly gratifying. 
i 
! 
I· 
Mike explained how satisfaction can be derived from small achievements 
(and add to a more generalised feeling of self-actualisation), but also have 
a positive influence on other people: 
'Well, you might (be performing more) in terms of productivity and, and 
better behaviours, uhm, uhm you might be overall calmer because you 
just know more and you're more confident, you can handle situations 
better, uhm, I'll probably have a better feeling of uhm self-actualisation 
perhaps, you may reach the 5th level of Maslow and feel pretty good about 
yourself and that may then be obvious and people then may (feed of that 
and then) they feel better.' 
• To build self-esteem and confidence 
Several students mentioned their need for inner development (see section 
8.1.3) and more specifically, building 'self-esteem' (Matej), confidence 
(Eszti) and interpersonal skills (Masha, Eszti, Mei). 
Matej suggested that building 'self-esteem' was crucial as a 'base' from 
which one can move on to develop in other areas and which can act as a 
backbone in times of difficulty and Mike explained that being able to 
display confidence and control ('visual persona', 'impression 
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management') comes from 'how relaxed you are ... , how comfortable you 
are' with yourself and from inner PO work. 
Eszti lacked confidence in her academic and social abilities and perceived 
stepping onto the university arena as a challenging experience (see 
section 8.1.3). She sought confirmation and seemed unsure of her ideas, 
treading a fine line between being enthusiastic about her academic 
experiences and worried about her abilities and how she might be 
perceived. But, like Matej, she had her family's support and was thrilled 
with the university experience, especially as she felt she shared it with 
other students of diverse backgrounds who, in many respects, had to 
challenge themselves just like she did. The topic of independence, 
studying in a foreign language, in a different culture and pedagogically 
different environment with a variety of students in a similar situation, was a 
noticeable 'circularity' in Eszti's interview. Realising she shared this 
experience with other students, coped and benefited from it (the benefits 
of studying abroad are often listed in the literature, for example, Alred, 
2003; Carroll & Ryan, 2005, Montgomery, 2010) seemed to give Eszti 
reassurance and lower her anxiety. 
Eszti also recognised that she made substantial progress across 
academic, personal and social areas since she joined the university - she 
became 'much more open', could 'make friendships ... easier, get involved, 
to have chat with people ... and during first study months ... gain more 
experience', hence 'it was a good decision [she] came here'. Her 
confidence grew as Eszti experienced 'small successes' and she 
recognised how each little achievement gave her 'good motivation' to 
continue to push herself, despite difficulties. 
• To prove yourself 
Several students spoke about PD in terms of challenges and setting up 
goals, the achievement of which would prove to themselves and their 
family/friends/past teachers that they were able to overcome difficulties 
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and be successful (for Kate and Eszti it was about proving themselves 
academically, section 8.1.3). Aneta, Eszti and Akili also referred to the 
challenge of studying abroad and/or in a foreign language and a sense of 
pride and social recognition derived from the fact that they were coping 
well. 
• To find a purpose in life 
For all the students in the sample, finding their own goals and paths in life 
was essential for PD. As Eszti (extract below) explained, finding a direction 
in life channels attention and energy in a chosen direction, helps to focus, 
and therefore, stay on track and achieve: 
'It's much more better now because now I know what I would like to, to do 
in my future .... And before that I didn't know, I just, I just lived and, and it 
was not good because oh I do that, oh I do this, and, and I haven't got 
any, any exact target what I am working for .... after the people decide it 
or they found what they want they can work for it.' 
Discovering what is really important and following this path was echoed in 
most of the interviews (for example, Aneta's focus on her values, beliefs 
and priorities, Mike's dilemma as to whether he should stay in the rat race 
or change his career, Aseye's vision of professional development as well 
as family obligations, Mei's aim of serving her society) and reiterated by 
Ling and Precious: 
'we should first have a goal for a whole life. If we do not understand what 
you need, what family want, you cannot get a good results for yourself.' 
(Ling) 
'First I guess is, is knowing what you want and going for it, to do it.' 
(Precious) 
Many students spoke of keeping the overarching life goals in their minds. 
However, they also described these big life goals as less specific, more 
like vague dreams and open to change. Despite the lack of specificity or, 
at times, clear steps to achieve them, these strong desires sustained 
individuals' motivation to stay on the chosen path. Although specific 
scenarios and goals might change due to unpredictable life circumstances, 
the overall aim often remains the same. 
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• Personal versus social gain 
While most students (Aneta, Matej, Eszti, Masha - all CEE and Mike and 
Kate - British, also Aseye and Precious - two African students) seemed to 
understand PO as benefiting them as individuals to develop 
psychologically, intellectually, socially and therefore increase their self­
esteem, confidence, satisfaction, knowledge and employability, two 
students (Mei and Akili) narrated stories of PO not only for their own 
benefit, but also for the benefits of a wider society. 
Akili (see case study 4, chapter 7) talked about development not only for 
her personal gain (although this was important), but also about her strong 
sense of social obligation/responsibility to 'give back' to her country and 
the need to transfer her knowledge onto others: 
'my desire is to transfer the knowledge to other people. Uhm, I've, I've 
come from the, the country that where, it's not like many people have 
gone to school or have the opportunity to go to school. ... people like me 
should give back to the society. I feel very much responsible for my 
country, my people, and other people around me, not my country only but, 
if I feel like I can help, I will help. So that's why I said it's more experience 
so that I can share experience with other people and it goes like, again, if 
not me, the people, that personal development can (pass) to someone 
else through me.' 
A different story of social responsibility was narrated by Mei, a Chinese 
student (see case study 3, chapter 7). Although she mentioned aspects of 
both inner (character) and outer (professional) development, her ultimate 
goal was to develop for the sake of becoming useful to society, and, more 
locally, a company that would employ her in the future, contributing and 
being a (small) part of a bigger mechanism. Her narrative highlighted a 
wish to slot into a designated place in the hierarchy of complex social 
relations ('I just want to be a worker in a big family, uhm, a big company, 
and just a small employee in a big family to, to do my job.'). I noticed how 
Mei interchangeably used the words 'family' and 'company', as if the 
employer could almost act as a parent and the workplace could be a stage 
for near-family relations. In this context, Mei was not preoccupied with 
personal change or transformation (as Eszti, Mike or Aneta were), but with 
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bettering her knowledge in order to serve her employer and society, and 
fulfil her duties in the best way possible. Many other questions about 
achievement, success, learning, planning, and future led back to the same 
topic of wanting to obtain a degree and gain some work experience which 
would be useful for Mei when she goes back to China, and which would 
also make her useful in the society. 
It is interesting to point out that the idea of developing oneself for the 
benefit of others is so explicitly mentioned only by these two students ­
both coming from cultures which are argued to be more collectivistic 
(Hofstede, 1986, 1989), respectively Africa and China. However, 
development for the sake of others was also brought to my attention by 
other students (in the pilot and undergraduate study), and by Mike's 
contradictory ideas: 
'I have been quite selfish in a way, because of, of, under Hofstede's 
character, culture, you know, cultural characteristics, being English I'm 
quite individualistic, so I haven't included anything like uhm, building the 
country or religion or anything like it, ... it's just like a bit like (a bit) 
American, I just want to do better for myself. Now, as a secondary 
outcome that might be good for the country but that's not my primary 
motivation today. Uhm, it's probably, well, it's essentially it's for me and 
my family (in it?), it's quite selfish in a way {laughing}.' 
And later talking about what he perceived to be a common attitude to work 
Mike commented on what he saw as Western individualism: 'but that's, 
that's the Western game, isn't it? So it's called "what's in it for me"'. 
8.3 PO - a process of change 
• On-going, cyclical process 
All students saw PO as a process, usually lengthy, on-going, gradual or 
lifelong; a process of growing up (both physically and psychologically), 
maturing and progressing; as Aneta put it, 'it takes maybe even years to 
get there', 
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Mike and Akili highlighted the cyclical nature of development, where 
reaching one stage or level leads to further reflection, review and, 
subsequently, another cycle of development, metaphorically represented 
by Akili as climbing another mountain or by Mike as going through the 
loops (see figure 13, section 5.1.3 that highlights non-linearity and cyclicity 
of this process). 
However, closer listening to the students' responses revealed more 
complex and varied understandings of the cycle of PD. 
Mike described PO 'as [a] fairly logical process, uhm possibly non-linear, 
with feedback loops and various stages' (see his second eM, figure 24) ­
an on-going process of analysis, planning, doing and reviewing. Perhaps 
because Mike was a mature student, with years of experience in industry, 
exposure to CPO processes in his employment and years of education in 
the English system, his understanding of PO matched the definition and 
visual representation of POP as a cycle proposed by the HEAcademy 
(NCIHE, 1997; Universities UK, 2007), which depicts POP as an on-going 
process of planning, doing, recording and reflecting. In Mike's description 
the only missing element of the cycle was recording as finding the time to 
record his reflections and progress proved challenging (this was a 
common difficulty for most of the students interviewed in this study). 
However, while Mike believed PO was a cyclical process which involved 
reflection and feedback for the sake of self-improvement, Akili's idea of a 
'vicious circle' [sic] involved a cycle of development and improvement, 
followed with another cycle of transferring the learning onto others, for 
communal, not individual improvement and benefit (discussed earlier). 
• 	 Planned, steady and conscious versus sudden change or 

unconscious influence 

While the majority of students saw PO as a steady process of adding more 
things or progressing onto the next level - a progression, without drastic 
changes (usually in relation to academic and/or career progression, which 
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involved some degree of planning or stages), some students also pointed 
out the possibility of development as a result of sudden change (critical 
incident). 
PO could be a conscious process of self-analysis, '[discovering] 
development needs in different areas as compared to other people' (Mike) 
and planning to address 'the gaps' (which requires motivation, a wish to 
change). However, PO could also be unexpected, unplanned and/or rapid 
- as a result of a particular experience, challenge or influence (emigration 
and 'cultural clash', death, or other major events - these usually refer to 
more tacit, difficult to capture personal changes). 
These 'unexpected' changes may occur as a result of a prolonged 
exposure to a certain environment and it might take some time before an 
individual realises they have changed or the depth of this change. There 
might be a period of 'building up' towards change; for example, Mike 
observed that several CPO courses that he went on as an employee 
contributed to his professional crises (he referred to them as dangerous as 
they 'got him thinking'). This reflection was then deepened during his 
studies, away from work, when he actually started questioning his career 
choices. This built-up over a long period of time and culminated in a 
moment of 'epiphany' - being at the crossroads and having to decide 
which path to take (stay in a rat race or have a more balanced life). 
However, with this broad, difficult to capture and largely subconscious 
process of unplanned changes happening in the background, Mike was 
also progressing academically in a planned and steady way, working 
towards his degree. In this respect, while developing in a conscious, 
planned way, Mike was also experiencing a deep transformation of his 
values and priorities in life on a more subconscious level. 
Other students also made a distinction between changes that are clearly 
marked and others that come along unnoticed. Precious explained that 
some aspects of PO are planned - we set out to achieve them and 
therefore there can be some measurable or noticeable outcome, while 
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other aspects can be more subconscious - unplanned and difficult to 
notice: 
'First of all if you're achieving all the steps you said you want to achieve 
for one; secondly I think that there are some that are not, that you just 
develop even without knowing {laughing}.' 
'there are also some [things] which you can map out, like this is what I 
want and I'm achieving ... and the other ones that subconsciously or one 
way or the other are in course of your daily life ... it's just like if you are 
coming to do one thing but in the process of doing one you end up getting 
two so sometimes you get from experience maybe what you weren't even 
thinking of achieving.' 
Aneta observed a similar distinction in relation to learning: 'basic learning' 
- conscious, which is more formal and usually takes place in education 
and professional institutions ('you're knowing that you're learning, 
consciously learning') and then any other learning that happens in life 
without us planning to learn from it consciously. This was also reiterated 
by Matej who explained that while he learns through gradual building up 
knowledge there are also 'some new experience[s] [which] just come out 
of the blue' and he can learn a great deal from them as well. This tacit 
knowledge (including assumptions and impressions, both conscious and 
unconscious), as Eraut (1994) suggests, is important for personal 
development, yet is rarely taken into account in academia (see chapter 3). 
Living and studying in a different culture and pedagogic environment was 
described as one of these 'unconscious' influences mentioned by several 
students. Such influences are broad, general, affecting different aspects of 
life as a person 'lives and breathes' in a different environment. 
• Challenges instigating development 
Apart from factors that can exert influence for a long time (such as new 
environment, relationships with people, culture), sometimes students were 
able to point out to a particular event, situation or social exchange which 
challenged them in some way, evoked 'personal crises', instigated 
reflection and caused change. Aneta gave an example of how she re­
evaluated her belief in the importance/superiority of university education 
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after a heated discussion with her cousin, who provided several 
counterarguments. Kate talked about how a death in the family brought 
family members much closer and how it influenced her directly - she 
realised that family became one of the most important values in her life 
and started re-building relationships with her family (especially her 
mother). Ling also talked about her father's death, the bereavement period 
and how this sad event contributed to her becoming more independent 
and self-reliant. Aseye narrated a story of having to 'prove' herself as the 
only female in the male dominated work environment (bank) and how this 
experience of being able to 'handle men' shaped her confidence and belief 
that she should aim high, perhaps much higher than many Ghanaian 
women would consider. Akili told a story of gradual promotion in her first 
workplace which was possible because her manager put faith in her, 
encouraged her and gave her increasingly more difficult tasks, promoting 
her independence and rewarding efforts - this particular relationship laid 
foundations for her entrepreneurial interests and further development in 
this area. 
All these situations challenged the students in different ways and to a 
different extent and were usually referred to as highly developmental, 
evoking reflection and pushing individuals to re-visit their values, beliefs 
and goals in life, often leading to implementing changes in a particular 
area of life. This is in line with Barnett's (2007) argument that being 
challenged - taken out of 'a comfort zone' and put 'on the spot' (p.54) - are 
necessary ingredients for personal development. Experiencing those 
changes, as I explained in chapter 3, may lead to a marked change in 
values and a feeling of being changed 'for good' as threshold is often 
irreversible (Meyer & Land, 2005). 
In my previous analysis based on GT (section 6.5), I identified 'challenges' 
as the main explanatory category in relation to PO and VCRM (especially 
reading for the voice of the '1') and further accentuated 'challenges' as a 
vehicle for personal development. Many students highlighted that 
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acknowledging a difficulty, a problem or a challenge often leads to a 
realisation that further development is needed - the awareness of an issue 
was seen as a prerequisite to development (for example, Aseye explained: 
'when I meet some problem I realise that I should develop myself in these 
uhm, directions'). Challenges can be developmental (dealing with them 
leads to positive outcomes) or paralysing (not being able to deal with them 
can have negative effects, such as a feeling of failure or drop in self­
confidence and can hinder further development). This is why setting a bar 
of a challenge at an adequate level is so important - not too low so that 
students can benefit from it and not too high so that the students are not 
threatened by it (Sullivan and Johns, 2002, see chapter 4). 
Setting oneself challenges was viewed by the students as a strategy for 
development, as Ling explained: 'I challenge myself to do something that I 
cannot do before and when I finish it, I've done it, I know I developed.' As 
Durkin's (2008) research shows, students usually know how far they want 
to push and when 'enough is enough'. 
Many challenges are inevitable in life and, as Akili explained, it is 
important to accept this and be prepared to deal with them: 
'there are challenges, and challenges, I didn't put maybe problems cos if I 
say problems then maybe you fail ... you won't be able to get to the top. 
But I put challenges cos these are the shortfalls or ... things which might 
occur or happen and we should expect challenges in life.' 
'you need to expect challenges, that's why I put that it can affect either 
positively or negatively, according, it depends on how, you know, how (to, 
to) to tackle the challenges.' 
Therefore being able to 'tackle the challenges' - pick oneself up and 
continue what one started can be developmental: 
'but if, if I, I, I will tackle the challenge then I'll be able to get to the top.' 
It is also possible to train oneself to overcome challenges and it gets 
easier with practice: 
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'climbing the mountain really is, it can be very hard but can be, if you're 
exercising so hard and you're a fit person, you can just climb the 
mountain easily.' (Akili) 
However, there are also challenges that are very difficult to overcome (if 
not impossible) and learning to accept these is the best one can do. Some 
students (Akili, Precious, Mike, Kate) talked about various factors that limit 
us in different ways (age, lack of resources, legal limitations, lack of 
opportunities, lack of time, stress and pressure, other people's 
preconceptions, etc.) and, while it is important to overcome challenges 
and keep 'climbing to the top', at the same time it is also healthy to be 
'realistic'. Being 'realistic' does not mean one should not try to overcome 
even seemingly insurmountable challenges, as some students pointed out 
that it is worth trying because even if the outcome is not achieved, the 
learning and development that took place during the journey towards a 
chosen goal is still valuable. 
No matter how much we think we are prepared for a variety of life 
challenges, some events can be 'mild' (Akili metaphorically referred to 
them as 'cloud, rain') while others may seem particularly 'severe' 
(,thunderstorm, floods'), difficult to deal with and can lead to a 'personal 
crisis', where an individual need to re-assess her life and engage all the 
energy to stand up to a challenge. These big crises or 'moments of 
epiphany' (Mike) can evoke deep reflection and provide a ground for 
personal development. For example, Mike and Aneta talked about the 
process of coming to realisation that what they thought was really 
important for them (business, earning money or acting according to social 
norms), was in fact futile. Their wish to step out of the 'rat race' and focus 
on other things may not be perceived by others as 'an upward movement', 
especially as it may involve taking some time out and possible financial 
repercussions (in Mike's case) or social ostracism/misunderstanding (as 
they opposed cultural norms and values, see Rogers, 1963, Williams & 
Irving, 2001). 
Aneta, for example used to believe that: 
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'the best way of career is business because, uhm people who work in 
business usually are not employed but they employ people and they work 
for themselves and they manage to organise things and, and do it their 
way and they manage to multitask and do their time management and 
everything so I admire those people and was just thinking wow this is the 
!QQLyou can ever get.' 
However, as her views and beliefs were challenged, her values and 
priorities changed and now: 
'achievements for me are more, more what kind of a person you can be, 
like ... if you can understand other people and feel with them and help 
them. If you can be more opened to help other people even if you don't 
get anything for it or because in the end it gives you much better feeling 
about yourself ... I've realised that working with other people and listening 
to them and gaining things from them is I would say the top you can get.' 
She also changed her opinion about the unquestionable value of the 
university education (something that was unthinkable to her before) and 
having reputable, challenging jobs: 
'Maybe you don't go [to the university] because you don't want to do it and 
that also people who are doing less difficult jobs maybe not doing it 
because they can't do the more difficult jobs, but maybe they chose it to 
do it and that, that's how they are fulfilling their life; they, they are really 
~ so they found the fulfilment in something else actually.' 
Similarly Mike felt that his criteria for judging development and 
achievement changed: 
'if you start behaving differently, like react differently in situations and then 
get better outcomes, uhm, that would probably be a good sign that you 
are, uhm, are developing, you know. Or if you can empathise more with 
people. Especially in the course I have lots of different cultures so you 
might read signs in one way and you think something about something 
and then you may try and put yourself in their shoes ... and see if you can 
understand it their point of view.' 
This interplay between a deep, inner need to change and the societal 
requirement of 'having a good, steady job' and being 'a contributor', not 'a 
sponge' as well as the weight of the financial responsibility for his 
household and children was discomforting for Mike who needed to 
carefully consider his options. 
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8.4 PDP and CPD 
Only a few students in this study had previous experience of PDP and/or 
CPO and although all of them were involved in PDP activities in the 
'Communication in Business' module, at the time of the interviews, they 
were just beginning to experience a variety of them. Those who had 
experienced PDP prior to embarking on their Master's programmes were 
critical of it (Aneta, Matej, Mike - in relation to CPO). They saw PDP as 
'useless' (Matej), pointless and imposed on learners. As soon as I raised 
the topic of PDP in the interviews the students' voices became resistant 
and, at times, angry (see Aneta's case study, chapter 7). When I asked 
Matej about his experience of PDP he indicated his annoyance with the 
topic (frequent sighs, short phrases, repetition of the expressions 'it's 
useless', 'it was so useless' and asking whether I 'seriously' wanted to 
know about his PDP experiences). He did not think PDP activities (such as 
e-portfolios and blogs) helped him in any way and explained that they 
were not really about personal development but more about showcasing 
yourself and gaining more information: 
'it's just like showing off ... so you put the information about you, and 
that's not developing your personality or personal development or any 
kind of development. ... we did the meetings, that's just building up the 
knowledge about the meetings for people who haven't had a meeting 
before but us, like myself I had already been to many of the meetings, in 
work, or my previous works, jobs so I know how it works in there, it's just 
information, it's not about developing yourself.' 
This is in line with Draper's (2009) distinction between public and private 
faces of PDP (see table 2, chapter 5), which emphasises that the 
institutional (public), imposed type of PDP is very much employer and 
product-oriented with the aim of showcasing achievement and saying 
things to impress employers, rather than self-generated, inner and 
process-oriented private type which encourages honest reflection on 
aspects that need improvement and writing about things that are dear to 
students' hearts, regardless of whether they look good or are relevant to 
others. 
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Aneta also saw PDP as repetitive, boring, imposed on students and not 
very useful. While Matej saw PDP activities as hardly developmental and 
often referring to things he already knew about or was experienced in, 
Aneta seemed to accept that PDP could potentially be developmental, if 
only it was better introduced and explained. They both felt they lacked 
agency in the process and that PDP activities were not helping them 
develop. In my opinion, this is because both Aneta and Matej were 
seeking more holistic development, or rather personal growth (section 8.5 
and 3.1.2), focusing their efforts on deeper, inner personal development 
(private face of PDP, Draper 2009), rather than more pragmatic tasks 
designed to equip students with specific skills, knowledge and enhance 
their employability (institutional, public face, Draper, 2009) offered by PDP 
in their courses (planning, career progression, meetings, etc.), which, they 
felt, were provided for the sake of ticking the boxes and perceived as a 
waste of time. 
Aneta's and Matej's ideas about PDP are similar to Mike's comments 
about his past, disappointing CPO activities: 
'we have a performance review every 6 months and that would be timely 
to reflect but with the pace of modern life you, that's, you've got to be able 
to put the time assigned and you're told you must prepare for your 
performance review but you're not really given lots of guidance on it, on 
how, how long and it's, where I first started, it was just simply a process 
and you're just processed, how much you've done, tick, you know, uhm, I 
didn't get an enormous value out if it to be honest, it was very top down in 
hierarchy and I always felt worse afterwards than in the beginning, which 
for me, it is not what I expected and I wanted to be, to have a mentor and 
coach, who'd have a lot more experience and would be wiser and whom I 
could learn from, and that wasn't the scenario where I was in so to me 
that was destructive rather than productive. So it has to be handled 
correctly.' (emphasis added) 
Mike, similarly to Aneta and Matej, used passive voice structures (which 
highlighted the impersonal, 'public' nature of CPO) and referred to it as 
imposed and unhelpful process of little value to an individual (with an aim 
of 'ticking the boxes' by an employer). This can be seen as parallel with 
Draper's view of the institutional type of 'controlling' PDP, where PDP 
products (such as transcripts, e-porttolios, reflective logs) are filled with 
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reflections that others (staff, employers) want to see and serve as a 
repository, useful to the university and employers. 
Both PDP and CPO were portrayed by these three students as superficial, 
lacking deeper meaning and usefulness, introduced for the sake of 
showing that something is being done by an institution (university, 
company) in relation to personal, professional and academic development. 
Mike specifically talked about the importance of this process being tailored 
to an individual's needs (rather than an imposed, one-size fit all approach) 
and the need to have a supportive relationship with someone from whom 
he could learn (a mentor or a coach), indicating the importance of social 
situatedness of personal development, currently omitted not only from 
PDP definitions (see chapter 3) but also from practice. 
Akili, on the other hand, had no previous experience of PDP at the 
university but the concept was known to her through participation in 
AIESEC activities (arguably similar in nature to PDP): 
'when I was at the uni I was ... one of the leaders into one association 
called, it's an international students' association, it's called AIESEC 
[worldwide student organisation, mainly targeted at business students 
aiming to develop leadership qualities in young people] .... So when you, 
you said about personal development it clicked, cos, it clicked into my 
AIESEC knowledge. Because we were dOing kind of similar thing ... like 
being a facilitator into seminars, conferences, and having fun with young 
people.... [personal development] it's something that is not very new but 
it's something we tried to do '" it's a platform for young people to 
discover, and, and grew about their potentials, learn something about 
their potentials. Yes discover and develop their potentials so it's more of 
personal development and we make sure everyone who comes in, from 
AIESEC goes out to be a change agent.' 
It struck me that while Aneta, Matej and Mike were critical of PDP/CPD, 
Akili was overly positive about a similar experience in a voluntary 
organisation. She talked about PO in terms of facilitation, fun, self­
discovery and nourishing of individual potential, as well as agency. What 
Akili described is parallel to Draper's thinking about private face of PDP ­
more focussed on the process, largely self-generated (to serve one's own 
needs, to learn for the pleasure of learning), empowering and self­
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revealing (discovering and developing one's own potential). However, as 
discussed in chapter 3, this type of PDP is generally much more difficult to 
implement in academia due to the prevailing discourse of employability, 
with its focus on employers' needs (Clegg, 2007,2010; Rabikowska, 2009; 
Hilsdon, 2010) and teaching more tangible skills and competencies, useful 
in the 'global market' as well as staff reluctance to engage in the 'wishy­
washy' and soft agenda of a more private PDP (Draper, 2009) seen as 
unrelated to subject knowledge (Quinton & Smallbone, 2008). Moreover, it 
is evident that Akili's experiences are strongly socially situated (personal 
development through interactions others, belonging to the same group), 
rather than portrayed as a lone, individual activity, involving reflecting 
about self, away from others, propagated by Schon (1987) and his 
followers. 
I wondered whether the fact that participation in AIESEC is voluntary and 
young people who join such organisations do so out of their personal 
need, contributes to more positive feeling about PDP-like activities. I 
belonged to a similar organisation for psychology students myself and 
enjoyed many developmental activities we got engaged in. Being in such 
an organisation was based on a sense of belongingness, trust and 
involved building close relationships with like-minded others. We looked 
up to more experienced peers (who effectively acted as mentors) and we 
gradually progressed and took on more challenging tasks (Mike indicated 
that he was looking for a similar process in CPO). It all happened in a spirit 
of discovery and fun. Perhaps it is more difficult to get people to participate 
in quite personal PDP activities in a more formal setting, where often 
people do not know each other well and do not spend a lot of time 
together. 
I considered how the low number of contact hours and the fact that 
students do not move in one cohort (they can choose for example different 
seminar groups or join optional modules) could contribute to the fact that 
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they do not know each other or their tutors very well and find it more 
difficult to engage in PDP in such environments. 
It might also be that the purpose of PDP activities is more clearly 
explained and tailored to specific goals of individuals in an organisation 
like AIESEC, and people participating in such organisations have usually 
common interests and subscribe to a particular culture. Peer mentors are 
often enthusiastic about their organisation and activities on offer and want 
to teach others (this may not always be the case with academics at the 
university, who may be assigned PDP-related activities, which they may 
not necessarily appreciate). 
8.5 Conclusions 
Although interrelated, the areas of personal development can be viewed 
as located in personal (inner, psychological, individual reflections, feelings, 
motives, etc.), relational (enacted in and through relationships, co­
constructed) and cultural/social (internalized, projected or perceived as 
imposed norms, values, beliefs and behaviours) aspects of life and serve 
inner and outer purposes (section 8.2), instigating a variety of 'inner' and 
'outer' changes, such as cognitive (increase in conceptual awareness), 
behavioural (elimination of some behavior or mastery of a skill) or affective 
(becoming more empathetic, seeing things from different perspectives). 
PO can be enacted through iterative, on-going (usually life-long) 
processes of development and growth. However, some students noted 
that change leading to further development may also be sudden or rapid 
(often instigated by a challenge/difficulty or a critical inCident, see section 
8.3 and further discussion below). In figure 29 below I attempt to 
graphically represent the complexity and multi-positionality of PO 
evidenced in the students' accounts and map examples of a variety of 
definitions, areas, purposes and processes onto a model. 
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Figure 29: Model of PO based on the research data 
Although some PO areas may fall under more 'inner' or more 'outer' 
purposes and be subject to processes of either growth or development, it 
is, to an extent, an artificial distinction. For example, close relationships 
can be a source of social support both in terms of 'outer' and 'inner' 
purposes and can lead to both development and growth. Either way, an 
overarching aim of PO is to achieve a 'higher' level (but not necessarily 
culturally or socially perceived as 'better'; for a discussion of this issue see 
chapter 3), which then alters the understanding of the process itself. In 
that sense, it is a meta-cognitive or perhaps meta-developmental process, 
facilitated by reflection (something that Baxter Magolda, 2004, refers to as 
'reflective epistemology'). As it also involves learning about how to acquire 
knowledge and self-knowledge, this process can be seen as tapping into 
personal epistemology (Hofer, 2004). 
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In conclusion, personal development is a complex and multi-dimensional 
process that evades easy categorisation (only temporarily fixed). It is 
enacted on several platforms (often according to 'developmental needs'), 
but also on both conscious and unconscious levels and can be a result of 
prolonged influences (immersion in a particular environment) or a 
response to a particular incident/situation. One may set some targets and 
come up with some steps to achieve them. That would be conscious, 
planned, thought-through development (although, as many students 
observed, there are always various obstacles or inhibiting factors and the 
trajectory is rarely straightforward, without any corrections of a desired 
route or destination). On the other hand, people also continuously 
develop, often without putting any effort or knowing that development is 
actually happening - this kind of development/learning happens through 
daily exchanges, interactions and experiences and involves drawing on 
the tacit knowledge (Eraut, 1994). Therefore, it seems that each person 
can be at different stages of development in different areas (developing 
various aspects at different pace), experiencing both longitudinal, subtle 
changes and more sudden or clearly marked influences, developing both 
consciously (often in a planned, structured way) and subconsciously 
(without a plan and structure), which can be visually represented as 
multiple helixes (section 5.1.3). 
Several students resisted the idea of planning development as not 
everything can (or should) be planned (though they often had short-term 
plans, such as managing their learning at the university, career plans or 
financial goals). Kate explained that she does not plan and takes 'things 
as they come' because 'usually when you plan something it never turns 
out'. This was echoed in Matej's narrative of learning and development 
happening unexpectedly ('some new experience just come of the blue') 
and taking up opportunities as they come, Precious' comments about 
unpredictability of life, which makes planning far ahead difficult and 
Aneta's belief in the necessity to stay open to what life may bring: 
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'I do plan but still I leave things open a bit. I plan ... how I like my life to be 
but it's not something set that I have to follow. It's something open. So ... 
if something comes in a life and it changes these things that's not the big 
problem.' 
Such beliefs about planning can, to an extent, explain students' negative 
perceptions of PDP, where planning and recording are the key elements­
often over-emphasised and focussed on in the modules or units (as these 
are more 'measurable' and easier to assess than much more intangible 
reflections - for a discussion see chapter 3). 
Other students (Ling, Aseye) explained that they planned their 
development and set out goals but they did not record plans on paper and 
most of the plans in relation to personal or inner development were more 
like dreams - general, quite remote and not very specific. Ling, for 
example, planned carefully her education and caJeer and scrupulously 
recorded short-term plans (things to do, assignments, deadlines as well as 
time allocated for various things with an allowance for any unexpected 
changes). Virtually no students in this sample recorded their progress 
(apart from adding points to their CV) and reflections on their 
development, although when asked about it, most of them saw possible 
benefits of keeping a record (for example Mike said: 'I used to keep a bit of 
a diary ... when I was in my 20ies and stuff and now I'm in my 30ies and 
I'm too busy, like, to do more than to do lists'). 
Moreover, development does not necessarily happen in 'regular intervals' 
as the Cowan's diagram (see figure 4), as well as other 'cyclical models' 
(Gibbs' model, see figure 3) imply, nor it is only progressive. Mike offered 
a visual representation of a loop that takes an individual backwards, not 
forwards (he called it a 'failure loop', see figure 24). Therefore, it is 
possible that sometimes in order to further progress an individual has to 
go back and review something (either physically, for example, to acquire a 
skill or correct something, or psychologically - rethink something). As I 
explained in chapter 3, development is usually seen as an ever 
progressive process and not many theorists acknowledge a possibility of 
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pauses or regressions as useful in development. Perry (1970), for 
instance, initially saw these breaks, retreats or escapes as 'deflections 
from growth' and only later realised that they may be not only appropriate, 
but also necessary responses to specific contexts and circumstances 
(Moore, 2002). I think that these breaks, apart from offering an opportunity 
to retract, reflect and re-compose ourselves, can also be seen as 
moments of 'incubation', when new ideas can start sprouting. 
Having listened to the students' descriptions of PO, I saw it as a 'messy' 
process, incredibly complex with various areas being developed at 
different times, speed and depth and accompanied with a various degree 
of reflection (and conscious awareness). Individuals' perception, 
understanding as well as the actual practices also change over time as PO 
is an iterative, on-going process. It is also influenced by culture, 
environment and social norms. Intercultural interactions may bring these, 
often unconscious, norms, values and beliefs to awareness, which, in turn, 
may instigate reflection and change (see, for example, Erichsen, 2011). 
For example, professional success is generally perceived as a sign of a 
steady progress, yet Aneta and Mike contemplate 'regressing' or, more 
accurately, stepping off this path (Rogers, 1963; Irving & Williams, 2001) 
in order to take a different direction as their understanding of PO and 
achievement changed. Baxter Magolda (2001), in her book on achieving a 
self-authorship of one's own life, discussed a point in young adults' life, 
where, at least some of them, are able to achieve what she calls 
'independent knowing' - listening to one's own 'voice' and following a 
chosen path, rather than internalising what other people think is best for 
them or what is a norm in a particular society. 
Baxter Magolda observed that initially students' voices 
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were so intertwined with social voices that the two were one. At various points in 
their twenties, however, these young adults began to hear their own voices as 
separate from those of others, became aware of external forces they used to 
define themselves, and to actively construct an internally defined sense of self 
and belief system. Their forms shifted to what to make of themselves within the 
context of the society around them (p.24). 
Although for many students PO is often linked to a career and educational 
progress, it neither has to involve 'getting onto the next level' in terms of 
quantifiable progress, nor adhering to general cultural or societal norms 
and expectations, as discussed in chapter 3. Having listened to the 
polyphony of students' voices I concluded that there is no universal 
trajectory of development as people may focus on different aspects 
throughout their lives, sometimes implementing profound changes (usually 
as a result of facing a problem or a crisis). This is in line with Irving and 
Williams' (2001) understanding of personal development as a process 
unique to each individual (influenced by different understandings and 
circumstances) and with their idea of accelerated development being 
instigated by a crisis situation which may lead to an intensive self­
exploration (see chapter 3), as it was in Mike's and Aneta's cases. 
Moreover, cultural influences seem to playa role in the construction of 
development (and its purposes). As Preece et al (2008) suggested non­
Western students may focus on learning for transmission of cultural 
values, empathy, reciprocity, harmony or co-operation (p.278) rather than 
individual achievements, promoted in Western cultures (see chapter 3). 
Several students in this study confirmed these differing purposes of PO, 
provoking my reflection on the ethics of promoting a particular version on 
PDP for students coming from diverse backgrounds as well as ignoring 
aspects that are not highlighted in a Western conceptualization of PO but 
may be important to many non-Western students (for example spiritual 
development highlighted by African students or working harmoniously for a 
collective benefit rather than individual gain, flagged up by both African 
and Chinese students in this study). 
My reading of the data also confirmed Irving and Williams' (2001) and 

Ventimiglia's (2005) differentiation between personal development and 
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personal growth. Many students referred to developmental activities that 
can (and often should) be planned (especially in the area of career or 
studies) and other unexpected events or subconscious processes that are 
not planned or cannot be foreseen, which may contribute to a sense of 
personal growth. However, this distinction is also another example of a 
false dichotomy as the processes of growth and development can be 
interlinked. For example, PO can lead to growth, as through interaction 
with PDP-like activities and/or challenges people may acquire knowledge 
and through reflection gain deeper insights into their own ontological and 
epistemological positioning, which may lead to what O'Sullivan (1999) and 
Wilber (1979) refer as 'cosmic' or spiritual quests (Mike, Aneta, Lily). 
This chapter almost concludes my research journey, which has illuminated 
significant issues related to often taken-for-granted positive aspects of 
PDP at HE level, in particular for international students. I have looked at 
the data as a whole, concentrating on the themes threaded across all the 
interview transcripts. I summarised these themes (and referred them back 
to the literature reviewed in chapters 3 and 4) in an effort to evidence the 
complexity and multi-positionality of PO which I saw in students' accounts. 
In the final section I also attempted to graphically represent various 
dimensions of PO (definitions, areas, purposes and processes) in a model 
(see figure 29), which can be used for reference and further developed in 
the future. 
The following chapter offers final reflections and conclusions and provides 
an evaluation of the research project, offering some suggestions for further 
research directions. 
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Chapter Nine: The Final Stage of the Journey: re-thinking 
personal development in academia 
In this concluding chapter I offer a summary of findings and my reflections 
on them as well as a reflection on my research journey. I take stock of the 
promises and pitfalls of engaging in this kind of in-depth qualitative 
research, including the limitations, implications for practice and possible 
future directions. I hope this chapter can serve as guide to those who may 
be thinking of doing research in similar ways and/or in a similarly complex 
area. 
9.1 Summary of findings and reflections 
The findings from this thesis are commensurate with other qualitative 
research on the transformational potential of studying and living abroad 
(Gill, 2007; Miller-Perrin & Thompson, 2010; Gu et ai, 2010; Erichsen, 
2011). However, they focus on individual experiences and understandings 
of PO and PDP and the interplay of individual and institutional agendas at 
work - aspects not explored previously in the literature. I asked questions 
about the meaning and experiences of PO and PDP among diverse 
students enrolled on postgraduate courses and explored the use of 
concept mapping as a tool to capture their representations of personal 
development. Below I summarise the main findings in relation to PO, PDP 
and internationalisation of HE and relate them to the research questions. 
My first research question asked about students' prior representations and 
experiences of personal development. In chapter six I elaborated on 
various representations of PO among the diverse students at the 
University of Bedfordshire (captured in their concept maps) and some 
cultural differences in conceptualisations of PO (summarised below). 
The second research question asked about students' perceptions and 
understandings of PO and PDP. While all students talked about personal 
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development (discussion below), not all students experienced PDP, hence 
this question could not be fully answered. 
While the concept of PO (as well as PDP) is often presented in the 
literature as a highly individual process with the individual ('self) as a 
central agent (see chapter 3), my research supports the alternative 
understanding of personal development as a process socially constructed 
in a series of exchanges between 'self' and others and deeply grounded in 
a specific cultural and social context. 
As I explained in chapter 3, the concepts of PO and PDP, as used at the 
University of Bedfordshire, are based on the premises of Western 
philosophy and highlight individualism, agency and 'continuous self­
improvement, self-surveillance and self-promotion' (Clegg, 2010, p.355). 
PDP is often presented in the broader context of employability, skills 
acquisition and global market competitiveness with an assumption that 
students are orientated towards education and driven mainly by 
employability needs (ibid). Although PDP is intended to support holistic 
life-long learning and development (OAA, 2000), the elements of 
academic and employability skills are perpetually stressed in the literature 
(students' ability to review, plan and take responsibility for their learning 
and improve general skills for study and career management, Gough et ai, 
2003) with an overall objective of PDP to plan, execute, record and reflect 
predominantly in these areas. 
Although the students in this study highly valued education and many of 

them saw obtaining a degree as a prerequisite to employment (or further 

career progression), this was only one of their personal goals. In section 

8.2 I evidenced complex and multiple aims of personal development that 
my participants highlighted, which expand far beyond the agenda of 
transferable skills and employability. Most students spoke about their need 
for self-exploration, self-discovery and finding their own place in the world. 
For some, this trajectory involved reflecting on their values, beliefs and 
priorities in life and instigated intensive exploration of the purpose and 
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goals of their lives. Such exploration (for two students) led to reflecting on 
personal growth (rather than only development, issues discussed in 
chapter 3) and the contemplation of not conforming to the 'main stream' 
ways of living - rejection or dispute of societal norms and cultural 
pressures (Williams & Irving, 2001). This also highlighted the mismatch of 
some students' expectations of what they would like to gain from PO and 
PDP/CPO and what is offered in PDP modules/activities. It seems that 
individual values and beliefs about the nature and purpose of PO and PDP 
may clash with, not only broader social, but also specific institutional 
agendas - while some students may be preoccupied with their personal 
growth and inner development, seeking answers to more 'metaphysical' 
issues, a university or an employer may be pursuing more instrumental 
aspects of PDP/CPO (effectiveness of performance, behavioural 
management, specific skills with an overall focus on productivity). 
Although not all students sought a deep inner transformation, many of 
them mentioned the need to develop intangible or 'softer skills', such as 
becoming more confident, reflexive or empathetic, thinking about how 
changes in these 'softer' areas may influence the way they relate to 
others, therefore highlighting the social sphere of development and going 
beyond more instrumental goals which are often the focus of PDP. 
Some students felt the path was laid for them by socially important others 
(parents, teachers) and the aim of PO was to realise their potential 
(achieve good grades and skills useful for future work within their 
communities, acquire knowledge that can be passed onto others back 
home) in order to serve their societies well - a concept that is not typically 
stressed in Western concepts of PO and PDP (see discussion in chapters 
1, 3 & 4). Some balanced their desire for individual achievement, self­
realisation, with the need to 'give back' and fulfil the requirement for social 
responsibility; some highlighted the social situatedness of PO and 
learning, indicating that cultural, social and contextual factors influence 
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their positioning and affect their ability to progress and achieve their 
personal goals. 
I. 
• 
~ 

For all of the participants the ultimate aim of PO was to achieve personal 
satisfaction, a psychological state which they referred to as a sense of 
fulfilment and joy, and achievement of which was highly rewarding and 
motivating to continue working on their development. The students 
searched for different ways of achieving personal satisfaction in relation to 
a variety of personal goals, from academic and professional achievement, 
material gains and social prestige to aspects such as peace, balance and 
enlightenment in their lives as well as harmonious co-existence with 
others, evidencing the multi-layered nature of PO, underpinned by 
substantial differences in individual values and beliefs about the nature of 
this process. 
Conceptualising PDP as a cycle of planning, doing, recording, reflecting 
and reviewing (see chapter 3) proved problematic for many students in 
several respects. Firstly, the majority of students (with the exception of 
Ling and Aseye) had ambivalent attitudes to planning and often stressed 
that not everything can (and should) be planned, differentiating between 
the benefits of academic and career planning and the importance of 
staying open to opportunities and being flexible in other areas of life. 
Secondly, very few of the students recorded their progress (if so, mainly in 
the form of adding points to their CVs) and some (Aneta, Matej) pointed to 
difficulties with reflection and general conceptualisation of PO (often 
discussed in the literature, see chapter 3). Thirdly, the cycle of 
development can be conceptualised by some students differently to the 
one proposed (and implicitly assumed) in the UK HE sector (see, for 
example, Akili's case study in chapter 7). Additionally, the language and 
typical tasks of PDP reflect the emphasis on individuality, independence, 
agency and self-improvement (mainly in terms of productivity and self­

efficacy) and can be seen as 'self-celebratory monologues' which, 

according to Sampson (1993), permeate the Western world. Cherishing 
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'personal uniqueness' (Buss, 2001, p.2) contradicts the ideas of 
development through communion and care (Bakan, 1966; Bauman, 1996), 
intimacy, generativity and integrity (Erikson, 1959, 1968) and inclusion 
(Kegan, 1982) - aspects important to several students in this study and 
discussed in depth in chapters 3, 7 and 8. 
In my reflections on PD and PDP (see chapter 3) I described personal 
development as both a process and an entity, which should involve both 
'inner' and 'outer' development, but realised the dichotomous distinctions 
or 'static poles' (Kegan, 1982), often highlighted in the literature, are not 
helpful in understanding the students' developmental trajectories. Many 
students in this study valued both development (planned, structured 
process, with defined goals and criteria for success) and growth (much 
more open-ended 'methaphysical' process) and did not see them as 
entirely separate or contradictory (although many prioritised specific areas, 
while ensuring they also developed in other ones). Western, Eastern and 
Central European students alike had similar goals and desires in terms of 
their academic and career progression; they valued education, hoped for a 
good employment and a social position and wanted financial security in 
their lives. However, many of them expected to develop in other, more 
intimate areas (personal growth) as well as social and spiritual spheres 

that usually are not prioritised locally at the UoB or, more broadly, in the 

Western construction of PD and PDP. 

It was striking how the students viewed PO and learning as the processes 
involving both individual effort (cognitive, reflective and often conducted as 
'lone activities') and social exchanges. It was the social exchanges - acts 
of sharing, discussing, disputing and gaining other perspectives - that 
enabled them to co-construct knowledge in a meaningful way. They felt 
they gained more insights, considered things from different angles, had to 
argue their points but also listen to others and, in this process, they 
learned and memorised more and constructed richer pictures of the 
phenomena they looked at. However, PDP tasks were mainly perceived 
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as isolated activities, 'ticking the boxes', rather than having a deeper 
meaning and the acts of sharing (for example e-portfolios or blogs) were 
seen by some students as just 'showcasing' and not sincere exchanges 
from which one could learn further. 
In chapter 6 I commented on my experiences with concept mapping ­
arguably an individual activity which requires reflection on a particular 
topic and enables capturing students' representations of their knowledge 
at a specific point in time. My third research question aimed to investigate 
whether concept mapping contributes to the generation of personal 
development itself. I evaluated the concept mapping activity carried out by 
the whole cohort (see table 13) and explained how a discussion with the 
students revealed that those who experienced concept mapping only as 
an individual activity (without an opportunity for a follow-up conversation 
about their maps with the researcher) found this task less useful than the 
eleven students who participated in the interviews, in which they were able 
to elaborate on their ideas. In my opinion, social exchanges either with a 
researcher, tutor or peers can enable students to 'think aloud', explore 
further their ideas from a map, add details and explanations and consider 
other issues, perhaps not included in their maps but prompted by an 

interlocutor's questions. Hence such an elaboration on personal thinking 

may enable personal development. 

The comparison enabled me to see a greater value in concept mapping as 
a socially mediated activity that not only provides space for an individual 
reflection but also allows further exchange and refinement of ideas. 
Therefore the answer to the third research question is not entirely 
affirmative. Concept mapping may, under certain conditions (for example, 
such as elaboration on and further investigation of one's own knowledge in 
an interaction with other students or a tutor), contribute to the generation 
of personal development. Concept mapping can focus students' attention 
on the topic and facilitate their reflection but, as I explained in chapter 6, it 
is an intellectually demanding activity and not all the students may be able 
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to engage with it. A similar criticism of reflective tasks in general has been 
offered by other researchers, for example, Quinton & Smallbone (2008, 
see chapter 3), who warn that not all students are able to 'perform [the 
required] meta-cognition' (p.106) and therefore the reflection needed to 
•I 
undertake PDP will hold very little value for them. 
I 
~... All students in this project mentioned the influence of informal, 'incidental' 
or unconscious learning and development on their lives (Eraut, 1994), 
which, I think, is rarely taken into account, reflected on and recorded in the 
world of formal education. In my opinion, students should be encouraged 
to make more connections between different spheres of their development 
with an aim of supporting holistic development. By doing this, space could 
be created for reflection on varied 'developmental needs', levels and 
pathways that were mentioned by the students in this project. This would 
require enabling students to draw on their personal experiences and 
knowledge in ways that are personally meaningful and acknowledging that 
learning and development are 'personal, intimate and empathic' (Ellis & 
Bochner, 2000, p.760). 
However, I am acutely aware that some colleagues may see such 
recommendations as 'dumbing down' HE through spreading a fashion for 
activities of a therapeutic type (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2009), which aim to 
include intimate, reflexive and emotional content and concentrate on 
students' personal and social, not only academic, development. For 
example, Ecclestone and Hayes (ibid) advocate a restoration of a 
traditional type of education which is concerned only with subject 
knowledge and promotes teacher authority. 
For us, it is stating the obvious that emotions are involved in teaching but 
primarily with the intention and not with the content of what is transmitted. 
Knowledge can be taught passionately or indifferently by and to people who may 
be distraught, upset, happy or content. It does not matter. Knowledge ... 
conquers all' (p.1S3). 
In such a vision of education there is no space for personal, emotional and 
social dimensions - the teacher-learner relationships are of little 
importance and not much attention is paid to learner-learner interactions 
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either. In the words of one of my participants, teachers are there to 'pour' 
knowledge into a learner and a learner should 'soak it up' (Mike). While 
many students in this study came from educational systems which are 
closer to Ecclestone and Hayes' vision of education, several of them 
engaged in the critique of such systems and highlighted the importance of 
social relationships (with teachers and peers), friendly atmosphere and 
accessibility of the teachers which they saw as creating an ambience 
conducive to learning and development - the conditions argued against in 
Ecclestone and Hayes' 'The dangerous rise of therapeutic education' [sic]. 
For me, it is not a question of whether PDP has value or not, but rather 
whether academic staff are equipped with knowledge and skills to support 
students' development and are willing to embark on this journey in a way 
that takes into account students' biographies, past experiences and 
pedagogic practices, validating them as learners (Baxter Magolda, 2001). 
It requires acknowledging that students are not 'clean slates' or 'empty 
vessels' that need to be 'written on' or 'filled in' with [Western] knowledge. 
Therefore, mechanically delivered PDP by those unprepared or unwilling 
to engage in a process that is open and welcomes students' personal 
knowledge and experiences may bring no results or benefits, making 
students feel that PDP is 'so useless' (MateD. However, I also 
acknowledge that these kinds of personal exchanges need to be handled 
appropriately and sensitively. It is important to establish the boundaries 
between tutors' interest and engagement in students' personal knowledge 
and experiences to avoid a risk of over-intrusiveness by tutors that may be 
damaging as it can tap into deep emotions and previous experiences that 
inexperienced or uninformed tutors may not be able to handle. It is also 
important to discuss the boundaries with students who, for example from 
my experience of marking e-portfolios and facilitating online discussions, 
may also struggle with establishing their own boundaries and include 
content that is too personal and may be difficult for tutors to engage with 
(and mark). 
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As the inclusion of PDP elements in curricula became compulsory in HEls 
in the UK, a discussion about the appropriate level of personal disclosure 
(and in relation to which aspects of students' knowledge and experiences) 
is required: how it should be handled, in what form and by whom. Ideally, 
a consensus on such issues should be reached by teams (departments, 
particular units) before the introduction of PDP elements (such as, for 
example, assessed reflective pieces) and clearly communicated to 
students. Moreover, leading tutors should be experienced and well 
informed in regards to PDP and training and advice on how to handle PDP 
tasks and assignments should be provided for all academics involved in 
PDP. 
The issue of 'teaching' and 'learning' PDP presents even greater 
complexity in the context of internationalisation of HE. Challenges and 
issues that both international students and institutions that host them face, 
often highlighted in the literature (see chapter 4), were perceived by the 
students in my sample as highly developmental, instigating reflection and 
motivating them to work harder to achieve their goals. The diverse 
environment of the UoB, and more specifically of this particular module 
where the study took place, was seen as a rich ground, supporting 
intercultural exchanges, providing opportunities to network and learn from 
each other and provoking reflections about personal values, beliefs and 
priorities in life as a result of exposure to other ways of being in the world 
- for international, EU and British students alike. This not only supports 
the vision of studying abroad as instigating significant learning and 
personal change for international students (for example Killick, 2011), but 
also highlights the value of internationalisation at home as local students 
can benefit immensely from intercultural opportunities offered in such 
environments. However, my research also supports Coleman's (2004) 
observation that the level of influence of intercultural experiences on 
individual stUdents may vary as many factors (biographic, affective, 
cognitive and circumstantial variables, previous experiences and present 
environment, motivation, attitudes) as well as external elements (location 
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and living arrangements, degree of contact with representatives of host 
culture as well as other international students) playa role. My research 
also points to other factors, such as the length of stay in a host culture and 
future plans, which may influence students' openness to change and 
readiness to interact with culturally different others. 
Having attended many events on the topic of internationalisation, I noticed 
that 'internationalisation enthusiasts' (often people who themselves 
experienced personal transformation as a result of their mobility and 
willingness to listen and respond to unfamiliar ideas and experiences) 
promote the idea of personal change through interaction with other 
cultures as a highly positive outcome of studying in multicultural 
environments and are often disappointed with the level of some students' 
engagement. While I myself remain optimistic about foreign students' 
ability to adapt to the challenges of living and working in a different culture, 
as well as the universities' potential for flexibility and sensitivity in 
recognising and responding to the multiplicity of their international 
students' needs, I am also more cautious about pressurising students to 
take a more active part in a variety of tasks, activities and events on and 
off campus. I think that it is important to acknowledge differing 
developmental needs, levels of readiness and openness of individuals to 
engage with challenges instigated by living and studying in a foreign 
environment and avoid insisting that students should try things which may 
threaten their personal and social identity beyond their capacity to benefit 
from them (Sullivan & Johns, 2002). This aspect was highlighted in 
Durkin's (2008) doctoral study, where her participants often 'seemed to 
reach a stage in a journey when they decided "thus far and no further''', 
exerciSing their 'rights to terminate the journey when they felt they had 
gained what they personally wanted from it' (p.2S). Durkin (2008) refers to 
this as finding 'the Middle Way' - somewhere between the two culturally 
different ways of being in the world. 
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Therefore, teachers interacting with a highly diverse student population 
have a particularly difficult task of catering for all in the face of a complex 
landscape of students' differing attitudes, motives and levels of 
engagement. I see providing a variety of opportunities for intercultural 
exchange as educators' responsibility, but ultimately it is up to each 
individual student to decide how much they want to get involved as well as 
how much they want to disclose to others about their experiences, feelings 
and reflections. 
In my opinion, the issue of change as an always desirable outcome of 
living and studying in another culture is not problematized enough in the 
literature, although there are some voices bringing the suitability of 
uncritical transfer of knowledge and practices and its ethical implications to 
our attention (Holliday, 1992; Canagarajah, 2002, cited in Robinson-Pant, 
2009; see chapter 4). 
In conclusion, my findings do not accord with wider negative social 
constructions of international students as bearers of the problems, who 
'need to make a deliberate change of attitude about how knowledge can 
properly be handled' (Ballard, 1996, p.159) or 'empty vessels' (Ninnes & 
Helsten, 2005, p.1 0) which need to be filled with Western ideas and ways 
of behaving. Instead, I met students whose understanding of personal 
development was highly complex, multi-layered and provoking reflection 
about the values often forgotten in fast-paced, individual-centred and 
consumerist Western societies (such as social responsibility and sacrifice 
for common good, spiritual development, harmony and communion with 
others). These students, without doubt, faced many challenges in their 
encounters with culturally different others and, more broadly, with a 
different education system and life style and therefore often experienced 
liminality (Meyer & Land, 2005) - a sense of dislocation, uncertainty of the 
direction and extensive exploration of the field. However, grappling with 
these troublesome ideas (Meyer & Land, 2005) and challenges led to self­
analysis, reflection on personal values, beliefs, cultural norms and 
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priorities in life and, in effect, contributed to further development and 
growth. In that sense these challenges have a potential to be 
transformative (Meyer and Land, 2005) for (at least, some) students. 
Although at the outset of my research I assumed a particular role and 
significance of PDP in the students' personal development, this study has 
not confirmed PDP's central role in learners' development and growth. The 
effects of PDP seemed to be rather limited and, in a few cases, 
disappointing. The students who participated in this study, at best, could 
not identify the elements of PDP, and, at worst, documented their 
frustration, confusion and anger with the mismatch between their 
expectations or what really mattered to them personally and what was on 
offer or promoted as 'beneficial' for them. Several students saw PDP 
activities as imposed, restrictive and not well explained and some wanted 
more structure, guidance, tools and explanations. Although this seems 
contradictory, I think that the underlying issues highlighted by this study ­
the need for personalisation and the importance of relationships and 
exchanges both with tutors and other students in a mutually respectful, 
'safe' environment - indicate the importance of negotiating and mediating 
students' needs within the curricula. 
Overall, although the individual pathways of development were varied, 

social situated ness was central to the students' construction of 

development and learning and contradicted the idea of personal 

development as an individual, lonely activity of an independent, agentic 

self, focused on self-promotion, self-realisation and academic and 

professional achievement, promoted nationally in the UK. 

9.2 Evaluating the research 
This research has examined the perceptions, experiences and meanings 
of PO and PDP among a sample of postgraduate students coming from 
diverse backgrounds in an attempt to understand what was important for 
those students and whether their ideas and expectations in this area are 
matched by the university's model of PDP and reflected wider theoretical 
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discussions of the topic. As described in chapter 2, in this qualitative 
project I employed a broadly interpretive, phenomenological approach and 
was drawn to the metaphor of crystallisation (Richardson, 2000) as a 
suitable way to describe my research, which aimed to claim no single truth 
but partial explanations, dependant on individual perspectives and beliefs. 
I suggested a set of evaluative criteria for this kind of research, derived 
from the work of such writers as Richardson (2000) and Finlay (2006). 
Here I reiterate these criteria. First of all, I did not want to claim any 
universal truth or convince the reader that my interpretations are 'correct'. 
However, the criterion of credibility of research (plausibility of my 
explanations from my vantage point) remained important. Linked to this is 
the criterion of transparency of research. I strove to carefully evidence all 
the shifts and changes in the research process and be explicit about my 
methodology, epistemological assumptions and specific insider/outsider 
positioning in my attempt to de-mystify the research process. I hope that a 
reader can see what I saw in the data and deem it as 'justifiable', even if 
they contest my interpretations (Finlay, 2006). I brought to the reader's 
attention my subjective thoughts, feelings, assumptions and beliefs and 
commented on my own experiences as a student and a scholar in a 
multicultural landscape in an attempt to fulfil a criterion of reflexivity. I also 
highlighted communicative resonance and impactfulness of the research 
as an important aspect of my research. I explained that I wanted the 
stories that students shared (and my interpretations of them) to be vivid 
and draw readers in, inviting them to reflect on their own experiences of 
personal development, PDP and internationalisation of HE. In the 
'implications' section I consider how conducting research in this area 
facilitated a personal reflection about my role, responsibilities and values 
that underpin my pedagogic and scholarly activity in the diverse 
environment of academia. I invite readers to conduct their own 'reading for 
emotional and intellectual response' (VCRM) to this research - consider 
how their own feelings, thoughts and assumptions shape their daily 
practice and whether they may require a reconceptualization and/or 
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readjustment. Finally, I need to consider the criterion of contribution. Does 
my research deepen understanding of social life and offers some guidance 
or suggestions for action that may change things for the better? Although 
my research was based on a small-scale study, it has illuminated 
significant issues related to often taken-for-granted positive aspects of 
students' (in particular, international students') personal development 
planning at HE level. It has also changed my own conceptions about PO, 
PDP and internationalisation of HE. It made me want to engage in further 
research and debate, disseminate the findings and encourage others to 
reflect on their own practice as educators and researchers. The 
knowledge claims have been shared with others through presentations, 
peer-reviewed publications and discussions with colleagues at the UoB 
and in the wider academic community. Several exchanges were fruitful, 
leading to research collaborations (with regard to epistemological 
development, identity shifts and concept mapping). In this respect, I hope 
my research deepens understanding of the complex landscape of diverse 
HE and that through my critique of theoretical frameworks of PO and PDP 
it evokes reflection about the dangers of mechanistic and oversimplified 
models aimed at all students, the importance of dialoguing with students 
and tailoring PDP and our teaching practice to students' needs and above 
all, cultural sensitivity, ethicality and empathy reflected through 
interrogation of assumptions inherent in pedagogic frameworks and 
policies. 
9.3Contribution to the research, policy and pedagogic practice 
Elements of this research were discussed with colleagues in the CETl, 
included in the educational strategy (Atlay, 2008) - the framework for the 
curriculum revision 2008-2012 and disseminated among the academics 
that teach a very diverse population (locally, nationally and internationally, 
including several events organised by Higher Education Academy and TIS 
project). 
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Facilitating institutional discussion about the local vision of PDP (see 
chapter 5) was a particularly illuminating experience not only in terms of 
revealing different understandings of and approaches to PDP, but also in 
terms of managing a process of creating a shared understanding of PDP 
through a series of exchanges with colleagues. Having gone through the 
process of negotiating and mediating meanings in a way that allowed me 
to record individual meanings, facilitate discussions among the colleagues, 
capture the outcomes of these discussions and present the results back to 
the group in a cyclical fashion until a common 'vision' could be agreed on 
made me realise that this opportunity constituted the best practice and 
could be recommended as a model of managing change in complex 
organisations, such as universities. 
'Pockets of PDP excellence' exist within the university and since the 
implementation of the new curriculum (Cre8, Atlay, 2008) PDP has been 
embedded in the curricula and reflective practice has become more 
common in many departments. However, there is a need for further clear 
links to be made between PDP and the internationalisation agendas as 
very little discussion takes place about the purpose and aims of PDP for 
international students. I hope that further dissemination of my research will 
help fill this gap. 
My claim is that by exploring the under-researched area of diverse 
students' experiences, representations and understandings of PO and 
PDP, this research makes a particular contribution to the general literature 
on PDP. It tests the assumption that PDP plays a central role in students' 
learning, career and more holistic development, exposing its focus on 
specific individual activities designed to promote and support the 
development of autonomous, independent self - a concept that may be 
redundant in other cultures. It also links these core PDP assumptions with 
the hegemony of Western thought (see section 4.3.3) and, paraphrasing 
Schmitt (2005, p.66), offers a suggestion that with increasingly diverse 
stUdent populations, we need to consider whether it is the academy that 
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needs to shift its views of what constitutes personal development and what 
aspects of PDP should be foregrounded. 
This research offers a critique of concept mapping technique and 
proposes ways to further develop it. In this respect, it contributes not only 
to a methodological discussion about it as a research tool, but also 
provides theoretical arguments for the acknowledgement of PDP as a 
socially constructed process as well as further evidence for the benefits of 
guided reflection, especially for students who may be unfamiliar with 
reflective practice. It offers pedagogic suggestions of a two-step process 
of concept mapping in which students have an opportunity to engage in 
quiet, individual reflection and then also 'bounce' their ideas off others 
(tutors, peers). Guidance on how this tool can be used in classrooms and 
tailored to specific subjects and groups was also proposed (Jankowska, 
2010). 
The next step is to develop and disseminate other resources that could be 
used with students to facilitate dialogue about the diversity, various 
development needs, experiences and expectations in the area of PO and 
PDP. 
Finally, there are not many theses that document the research journey in 
the way mine does, but I considered it essential to scrutinise my own 
development simultaneously with the students'. Hence this research also 
aimed to document and 'de-mystify' the research process, which, as 
Charmaz and Mitchell (1997, see chapter 1) explain, is often omitted in the 
published research, giving an impression of 'neatness'. Such 'neatness', I 
learned, should be distrusted and I hope that by documenting all the 
challenges, shifts and a tortuous labyrinthine process of finding an 
ontological and methodological 'fit' in an effort to become a more 
conscious and reflective researcher and teacher, I also provided some 
useful insights for new researchers and practitioners. 
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9.4Further research 
Having engaged with existing literature in the fields of internationalisation 
and cultural research as well as PO, PDP and CPO sparked my interest in 
several areas and provided me with ideas for further research. 
Further research might profitably focus on a longitudinal study of 
undergraduate students' understandings and experiences of PDP within 
curricula. Personal development is an on-going, lengthy process, which I 
believe can be supported with carefully designed, scaffolded and 'staged' 
activities, running through the whole length of undergraduate courses. To 
a certain degree, modelling an idea of linking the three years of study with 
an e-portfolio written throughout each year and submitted annually, in 
which students document their journey and make links between their 
learning and development in different units and years (which was 
implemented for several years in the department of psychology at the 
UoB) would provide an excellent opportunity to track students' 
development. It could serve as a platform for conversations with students 
about what works for them and what kind of support they require in order 
to make the most of their reflection. Currently my supervisor, a few 
colleagues in the department and I are conducting research on 
epistemological development of students throughout their degree - this 
study utilises concept mapping and patchwork text assessments as both 
reflective tasks and sources of data. However, epistemological 
development constitutes only one aspect of students' development at the 
university and other studies could be conducted looking at other aspects. 
Throughout my research I developed interest in personal growth and ways 
of supporting students who are keen to explore more 'philosophical' 
aspects of development. This is an under-researched area, worthy of 
further consideration. 
There is also a case for more comparative studies examining potential 
differences in approaches to personal development and developmental 
needs of under- and postgraduates, as well as full- and part-time students, 
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as some of the participants in this study highlighted potential differences 
between the expectations and needs of various student groups. 
These kinds of research projects could have a more pragmatic focus than 
my project had. They could inform a design and implementation of 
changes to the courses and feed back to the central teaching and learning 
unit, influencing broader policy and practice in the area of PDP and 
teaching and learning. 
In my research journey I have had encounters with some academics 
critical of PDP or its particular elements and reluctant to incorporate them 
into their units, some others who did not feel well prepared to mark 
reflective pieces (such as e-portfolios or reflective journals) or generally 
not trained to support students in their personal development, as well as 
some 'PDP enthusiasts' who saw the value of PDP and felt they could 
support students well throughout the process. In my opinion, the 
experience of PDP can still vary across the university, from subject to 
subject and from one tutorial group to another. This is in line with Clegg's 
(2004) and Clegg and Bradley's (2006a) identification the a diversity of 
students' and academics' underdeveloped understanding of PDP as major 
challenges to the implementation of PDP. Therefore, there is scope for the 
investigation of underlying issues that affect academics' perceptions and 
attitudes to engagement with PO and PDP. 
I believe that new staff training and courses such as PGCert are good 
places to begin a dialogue about both teaching diverse populations of 
students and the institution's values and commitment to PDP. 
Investigating the perceptions and attitudes of new staff and early career 
academics towards PO, PDP and internationalisation of HE could serve as 
a platform for discussion at an institutional level and inform the design of 
courses and trainings for both new and existing staff at the university. 
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9.5 Implications - resisting the temptation to provide 
recommendations 
While I acknowledge that institutions are interested in practical solutions to 
issues they grapple with, I do not think that the complex areas of 
internationalisation, PO and PDP lend themselves to quick and easy one­
fits-all approaches. I suggested in the previous section some pOints 
requiring further exploration and consideration, but I do not think I can 
offer any generalizable recommendations for the whole institution or HE 
sector. Instead, I reflect on implications for my own practice with a hope 
that these personal notes may resonate with readers and offer an 
opportunity to reflect on their own pedagogic practice within their 
environments. I also reflect on the benefits and limitations of engaging in 
this type of research, hoping to offer some guidance to other researchers 
who may be thinking of conducting research in similar ways. Although I 
make some general suggestions they are just that - ideas that need to be 
tailored to the specific needs of students and academics, as well as 
researchers within their own contexts. 
9.5.1 Reflection on conducting research with diverse students' 
representations and experiences of PO and PDP 
As I explained in this thesis, I decided to document my research journey in 
the most transparent way possible as, having read through a vast body of 
literature, I often felt that there was little detail in terms of the research 
process itself and not many researchers documented and reflected on the 
various choices they made in their studies, often projecting an image of 
research as being seamless, cohesive, linear and generally 'neat'. In my 
research journey I learned that this was a myth, not a reality (at least in my 
experience) and decided that an honest documentation of the research 
process could perhaps serve as a guide to those who may be thinking of 
doing similar kind of research. 
One of the things I have learned in the process, perhaps the most 

important thing in my biography of an emerging researcher, was that 
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grappling with various methodological and theoretical frameworks is an 
important part of the process. It encourages a researcher to consider 
various ontological and epistemological positions, channelling her thinking 
towards looking for the 'fit' between her own ideas about the world, her 
own ontological positioning within it and the area of investigation and her 
research questions (considering various paradigms, methodologies and 
methods that lend themselves to researching a particular phenomenon). 
But even having considered in-depth my ontological, epistemological and 
methodological positions and having settled on a particular framework, in 
my case the grounded theory approach, (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), did not 
guarantee a logical, linear research journey from point A to B. As I 
explained in this thesis, during my research process I moved from a stage 
of unambiguity about ways of conducting my research (stage 1 of the 
research process, described in chapters 1 & 2), through a 'messier' 
journeying across the conceptual terrain (Cousin, 2006) as I began 
experiencing more complexity, ambiguity and uncertainty (in Meyer and 
Land's terms 'Iiminality', 2005) and finally arrived 'at the crossroads' (see 
chapter 1 & 2), not knowing what direction I should take. At this point in 
time, I found it incredibly difficult to 'let go' of a chosen framework as I felt 
unsure about how to approach data in ways other than the one I initially 
settled on (Jankowska, in press). This was partly because I could not find 
many examples of researchers embracing such a major shift in an 
approach to data analysis in the available methodological literature and 
partly because I perceived myself as a new and inexperienced researcher, 
trying to follow the available guidelines. Looking back, I now think that 
adding a further lens (VCRM, see chapters 1, 2 & 7) to my data analysis 
was highly beneficial. Yet, I could have opted for perhaps an easier option 
and continued with what I was already engaged in. However, this would 
have been disingenuous and, in my opinion, would have led to a more 
superficial interpretation of data; narrowing my perspective and lowering 
my chances of seeing in the data some of the things I managed to 
discover only when I applied a further analytical framework (see examples 
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in chapters 7 and 8). Although traversing this conceptual and 
methodological field has been, at times, tortuous, and probably 
considerably lengthened the time spent on my research, I believe it was 
the most developmental part of my journey. I have considered various 
positions, frameworks and approaches and found my 'ontological fit'. I 
have travelled a long distance from conSidering myself a broadly 
qualitatively and phenomenologically oriented researcher, focussed on 
particular methods (see chapter 1) to experiencing 'a narrative turn' in the 
final stage of my research (see chapters 7 & 8). I have realised that my 
engagement with a narrative analysis ontologically felt like the right place 
for this particular research project (and more generally in my future 
research career). I have learned to follow my own instincts and experiment 
with new ideas and ways of doing research - not all of them were 
successful, but various challenges I encountered, the mistakes I made and 
the dead-ends I reached were all developmental. I believe this is what 
research should be about and that taking this more experimental, open 
path may lead to more creative and original contributions in the future. The 
benefits of going through this process of carving my own space in the 
research landscape are, I hope, obvious: not only had I gained knowledge 
and experience of various methodological and theoretical approaches, but 
I also found my own place within a vast and complex landscape of 
available methodologies - a place from which I can venture into new 
projects and ideas. 
Moreover, I also grappled with an insider/outsider positioning and the 
issues of power relations within my research (see chapter 2). I travelled 
from a quite na'ive stance of considering myself an outsider, just because I 
did not know the field I was entering and the system of education I found 
myself in, to a much more complex understanding of a researcher's 
positionalityand issues of shifting power within research. From this I 
learned to be more attentive to my own positioning, but also more 
observant of how the participants perceive and place me within the 
research and how it can influence the research relationships and what we 
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see in data. This kind of reflexivity, I believe, may sensitise a researcher to 
any contradictory or conflicting issues and bring to the fore aspects to 
which we may otherwise remain oblivious. This, I believe, is another 
benefit of conducting in-depth, qualitative research, in which reflexivity is 
foregrou nded. 
However, engaging in this kind of research has also its pitfalls and 
limitations, which I summarise in the section below. 
9.5.2 Limitations of the research 
There were limitations of this research that I have already acknowledged 
in this thesis (limitations of using CMs were discussed in depth in chapters 
5 and 6 and limitations of using grounded theory were listed towards the 
end of chapter 6). The recruitment of the participants from the four broad 
cultural backgrounds has limited the diversity of the sample and is not an 
accurate reflection of a much higher diversity of the UoB student 
population. As I explained in chapter 1, the groups were representative of 
the highest numbers of students coming from these four regions in the 
year I began this research (2006/2007). Moreover, the institutional 
approach to PDP has changed during the course of this research. There 
are no longer 'PDP modules' and the PDP-related activities have been not 
only embedded in the curricula but also tailored (with a different degree of 
success) specifically to the disciplines within which they are embedded. 
Therefore this research is a snapshot of a phenomenon in a specific 
context (early implementation of PDP) and within a specific diverse 
student population (postgraduate business students coming from China, 
Africa, the UK and CEE). 
Four of the participants are represented in the text in depth (see chapter 
7). I have included as much data as possible (verbatim quotes in case and 
thematic analysis and 'pen portraits' of the remaining seven participants) 
to enable readers to make their own judgements. Moreover, all the 
interviews from the postgraduate study as well as from the pilot and 
undergraduate studies (recorded and transcribed but not reported in this 
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thesis in depth) and other important conversations I had with many 
students across the university informed my research journey, provoked my 
reflections and contributed to the overall conclusions I reached. However, 
inevitably, I can be criticised for choosing some pieces of data and leaving 
out others, an issue to which I paid attention in chapter 7, quoting the work 
of Straus and Corbin (1998) and Mauthner and Doucet (1998) who state 
that researchers inescapably will see and foregrou nd certain issues and 
perhaps fail to notice, ignore or consciously close off others. This is one of 
the key characteristics of conducting such in-depth qualitative research 
and can be, albeit only to a certain degree, guarded by what Mauther and 
Doucet (1998) refer to as a reflective stance - a position of continuous 
self-examination that a researcher may employ by paying attention to own 
thoughts, feelings and elements of her own biography which may influence 
methodological, theoretical and philosophical choices and/or the analysis 
and presentation of the material. As I explained before, documenting these 
choices and decisions made and reflecting on our research may enhance 
research transparency but it will never completely remove the issue of 
possible bias. 
For reasons given already, the longitudinal study with undergraduate 
students was discontinued, to focus on the study with postgraduates and 
analyse the rich data that was gathered in much greater depth than would 
otherwise have been possible. Although longitudinal data could have 
provided more insights into developmental processes (usually in the 
literature of personal development perceived as macro processes, which 
can be observed over the longer time), our newest research (Gaitan, 
Jankowska, Adonu, Hand, Scott & Rian-McMahon, 2013) shows that 
subtle, micro changes in students' learning and development can be 
detected in much shorter timespans (over one term of learning). 
My subjectivity, explored in depth in this thesis, can be seen both as a 
strength of, and constraint on this research. My own interests shaped the 
way I conducted the interviews and what questions I asked within a semi­
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structured format as well as the choices I made in exploring some themes, 
while closing off others. However, the participants still digressed and told 
their own 'stories'. I believe that the part of my identity as a foreign student 
facilitated rapport building as my participants treated me as a fellow 
international student, who had gone a level further in her educational 
journey and had had just a bit more experience. My own personal 
experiences of adapting to new systems of education and navigating in an 
unfamiliar terrain both as a student and an academic oriented me towards 
particularly sensitive issues that can often be glossed over by others who 
may be reluctant to enquire about them, given their position of power (as 
coming from a 'dominant' culture or from the position of an expert). 
9.5.3 Influence on my own pedagogic practice - personal reflection 
This research journey has sensitised me to the ways of conducting 
phenomenological research within a highly diverse context, but also has 
had an immense influence on my thinking about my own practice as a 
tutor and a researcher at the outset of an academic career in a highly 
diverse HE landscape. 
In my research journey I have been reminded that 'international students' 
are not a homogenous group with specific (deficient) characteristics, but 
diverse individuals with their own goals and ambitions as well as past life 
experiences and educational practices that influence who they are and 
what they seek to achieve through education. This brought about the 
realisation that I need to search for ways of creating space and 
opportunities for sharing the past histories and current expectations and 
consider the implications of these for personal development and growth of 
individual stUdents. In practice, this means dialoguing with students and 
brining to their attention a variety of pedagogic approaches to highlight 
that there is 'no right or wrong' in learning and personal development - an 
idea that may sound like a truism, but encapsulates the importance of 
acknowledging and celebrating difference and learning from each other. 
This research has sensitised me to the need to make use of such learning 
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opportunities, and the reflection on social situatedness of PO and learning 
led me to consider the importance of building in more opportunities for 
social exchanges in my own efforts to support students' personal 
development. Recently, for example, two students (one British and one 
foreign) approached me for an explanation of their grades and feedback 
they received. Looking at their work I was struck by the contrasts between 
their pieces of work. On further examination, I felt that what one student's 
essay lacked, the other had in abundance and vice versa. The British 
student followed the requirement to use objective language (third person, 
which reflects assumptions underpinning a particular paradigm promoted 
in most of the assignments in my department), in-depth critique, 
referencing and formatting, but lacked the flow and the clarity of argument. 
The foreign student wrote a beautifully flowing essay with philosophically 
advanced argumentation, but was not academically rigorous in terms of 
academic referencing and wrote in a personal, 'flowery' style. I invited 
those two students, who, in turn, invited others, to participate in a session 
during which we looked at both pieces of work and discussed ways of 
improving their work for the future. We also talked about what constitutes 
'good writing' in different paradigms as well as different cultures and 
several students offered their own examples. Two British students in this 
group felt that the discussion was an eye-opening experience and both 
authors of the essays in question felt validated as learners and equipped 
with ideas of how they could develop further by drawing on each other's 
ideas and areas of expertise. This example shows how the research I 
conducted continues to influence my practice as a tutor and how I strive to 
be personally response-able (Preston-Shoot, 2012) in my teaching­
provide a response to stUdents' struggles in ways that are ethical (involve 
reflection and discussion with students about transferability of approaches 
to knowledge), sensitive (offering, encouraging and supporting but not 
imposing) and empathetic way (validating them as learners, but also 
recognising the issues they face). This brings me back to Ellis and 

Bochner's (2000) statement that 'good teaching' involves' ... work[ing] 
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your way through the barriers of unfamiliarity, distance and difference 
towards a spirit of collaboration, understanding and openness to 
experience.... working towards ethnographic consciousness that is 
personal, intimate and empathic' (p.760). Although I am aware of critical 
voices speaking against such a vision of education, I argue that teaching 
and learning in a multicultural environment which emphasises personal 
development and PDP in a way the University of Bedfordshire does (for 
instance, through its educational strategy, Atlay, 2008) have to be mutually 
respectful, responsive to students' personal needs and prior experiences, 
ethical and supportive. I therefore see the personalisation of PDP not only 
as desirable, but as an essential process. In my opinion, PDP needs to be 
presented in a meaningful, well explained, and clear way but, at the same 
time, it also requires a degree of flexibility and tailoring to specific needs of 
each student. 
My engagement with the vast literature on internationalisation of HE and 
the needs of diverse students provoked my reflection on several important 
aspects of teaching and learning. Apart from striving to be 'personally 
response-able' (Preston-Shoot, 2012), I consider several points that I think 
are crucial in teaching a diverse body of students. I treat them as 
guidelines for my own teaching, and, as I take on more responsibility in my 
department, I am hoping to discuss these principles with my colleagues 
with an aim to incorporate them more widely in our programmes. 
'Becoming more explicit' (Carroll, 2005, p.26) is one of the fundamental 
principles that I learned to consider more. Leask (2004, cited in Carroll, 
2005) compares arriving at the university with 'learning how to playa new 
game where success depends on figuring out the new rules, applying 
them, and "winning" rewards such as good grades, positive feedback and 
a sense of confidence and competence as a learner' (p.26). All students 
need to learn this 'new game' as they transit from a different system. 
However, for international students the rules may be difficult to figure out 
and they may attempt to use the ones 'that served them well as learners 
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up to this point' (ibid, p.26). From the beginning of each academic year I 
strive to be explicit about these rules - by talking to students about what is 
expected of them at the university and about various practices they will 
encounter. Opening up the space for discussion and reflection on 
'Western' academic tradition as well as locally emphasised practices and 
tasks, I believe, can not only introduce more transparency, 'speed up' 
students' learning of the rules but also, in a longer term, allow more 
flexibility and choice. This is possible because 'once the system becomes 
visible, it is possible to move from assuming that international students will 
adopt Western academic values, to being clear about what can and 
cannot be adapted' (Carroll, 2005, p.27). As I explained in this thesis, a 
complete adaptation is often not only impossible to achieve, but also can 
be undesirable. Therefore, I encourage students to explore 'their own tacit 
knowledge and the influence of their experiences and cultural identity' 
(Killick, 200b) and I share some examples of how my previous learning in 
other systems of education differ from the one I teach in now. I hope that 
this can encourage students to share and critique personal knowledge in a 
variety of ways (although I also encourage students to consider and 
discuss the appropriateness of some personal disclosures, especially in 
assessed pieces of work). I constantly keep in mind the benefits of 
including materials from outside of the 'traditional' canon (Killick, 2007b) 
and encouraging students to consider alternative perspectives and 
sources. This is often challenging and can lead to heated debates, with 
some students struggling with many troublesome concepts (Meyer & 
Land, 2005, see chapter 1) and finding themselves thrown into a space of 
liminality (ibid). For some (though not all) this dislocation and sudden 
uncertainty may instigate (to a various degree) further exploration of the 
field and lead to reshuffling and integration of 'old' with 'new' knowledge, 
and hence be reconstitutive (ibid). Mindful of this, I encourage students to 
reflect on their boundaries and consider how far they are prepared to go in 
their explorations, which new ideas resonate with them (and hence can be 
incorporated) and which are difficult to accept and why. I raise the 
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awareness of suitability and ethicality of knowledge transfer (Robinson­
Pant, 2009, see chapter 4 for discussion) and ask non-UK students to 
consider the issues they may face on their return home and the UK 
students to ponder over the hegemony of Western academic practice. For 
some students, these excursions into new and conceptually challenging 
areas may be transformative (Meyer & land, 2005), but I am also mindful 
of the fact they may be irreversible (ibid) and that profound changes may 
not be desirable and can cause havoc in students' lives (for instance, 
cause alienation and misunderstanding, see Canagarajah's example in 
chapter 4 as well as Irving and William's discussion on the risks 
associated with personal growth - chapter 3). I perceive it as my 
responsibility to provide opportunities for explorations but remain alert to 
possible difficulties and am careful not to push students too far. 
In the future I would like to experiment with introducing non-Western 
aspects in the curriculum (Haigh, 2009) but I am mindful of difficulties 
around this (especially in the psychology curriculum, which need to adhere 
to the British Psychological Association standards) and the necessity of 
careful consideration and preparation of such a change. 
I also continue to challenge the ideas of the 'right' academic practice and a 
'set' way of 'delivering' PDP and encourage my readers and colleagues to 
consider how their own pedagogic beliefs and practices affect students as 
learners. This is not an easy path, given my positioning as a new and 
relatively inexperienced academic, but one that offers a promise of a 
professional integrity and my own continuous development. 
, J 
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Epilogue - an end and a beginning 
I reached the end of my doctoral journey and looking back at those few 
years of work I remembered a postcard I got from my high school mate 
many years ago in Poland. It meant a lot to me then - so much that, in fact, 
I kept it all those years and it travelled with me wherever I went or moved 
to. I still have it and it still holds a lot of importance to me. The motto on it 
reads: 
Anyone who does not have the courage to dream, will not have the 
strength to fight. 
- Paul Zulehner (emphasis added) 
Many years ago, after graduating from psychology from my home 
university I began dreaming about conducting doctoral research and 
wanting to live this dream. I hoped to learn, gain knowledge, develop 
and grow. The road to embarking on PhD journey was not straightforward 
and led through first doing research in my first degree (psychology), then 
my second degree (teaching) and then practicing in both areas before 
moving to work at an English university. I could not and did not plan, there 
were far too many unknowns in an equation. I just had my dream and kept 
my eyes and ears wide open, believing an opportunity would appear ­
just like many other students I talked to during my doctoral study. When I 
was finally afforded an opportunity to learn about PDP and encouraged to 
embark on a doctoral study in this area by Dr Atlay - the Director of 
Teaching and Learning and CLE at the University of Bedfordshire, I knew I 
would be challenged and' would have to do things differently. My 
research journey was full of twists and turns and, at times, required 
courage and determination to persevere at all odds but my dream, just as 
Zulehner's line from the old postcard explains, gave me all the strength I 
needed to fight. The journey offered excitement, challenge, fun and a 
learning curve but it also offered a steep, at times strenuous, 
unpredictable climb to the peak of a PhD mountain. Yet, once I decided 
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on it there was no point of return and my motivation, determination and 
deep belief that it was possible kept me going. The students I 
interviewed in my study assured me that these were the essential 
ingredients of their success as well. 
I shall keep myoid postcard with its encouragement to dream, because, 
just like Akili (see chapter 7) explained, reaching the peak is not the end of 
the journey. I know there will be many more mountains to climb. The end 
of my doctoral journey is the beginning, I hope, of even more exciting 
academic career. 
*Concepts in bold font have been core in my research and many of them 
come directly from student participants' accounts. The metaphor of a 
mountain is not new but here I 'borrowed' it from Akili in order to refer to 
my personal journey of academic development - climbing 'a PhD 
mountain'. 
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Appendix 1: Undergraduate ethnicity data (Annual Undergraduate 
Scheme Report 2006/07, Atlay 2007) 
Number of students Domicile_Name 
8239 England 
516 China (Peoples Republic Of) 
314 Lithuania 
227 Poland 
184 Slovakia 
137 Nigeria 
125 Not Known 
98 Hungary 
98 Latvia 
89 Greece 
88 Cyprus 
80 Zimbabwe 
77 Estonia 
57 Germany 
54 Spain 
51 France 
41 Ireland 
36 Pakistan 
32 Romania 
31 Bangladesh 
27 Wales 
23 India 
21 N Ireland 
20 Scotland 
19 Malaysia 
Region in words 
UK 
Region 1: Far East, Asian Pacific 
EU (excluding UK) 
EU (excluding UK) 
EU (excluding UK) 
Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
UK 
EU (excluding UK) 
EU (excluding UK) 
EU (excluding UK) 
EU (excluding UK) 
Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
EU (excluding UK) 
EU (excluding UK) 
EU (excluding UK) 
EU (excluding UK) 
EU (excluding UK) 
Region 2: 5 Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
S America 
EU Accession 
Region 2 : S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
SAmerica 
UK 
Region 2: 5 Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
S America 
UK 
UK 
Region 2: 5 Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
S America 
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19 Netherlands EU (excluding UK) 
19 Russia Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
17 Finland EU (excluding UK) 
17 Kenya Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
16 Czech Republic EU (excluding UK) 
16 USA Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
14 Thailand Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
S America 
13 Portugal EU (excluding UK) 
13 Sweden EU (excluding UK) 
12 Ghana Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
11 Jamaica Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
9 Bulgaria EU Accession 
9 South Africa Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
9 United Arab Emirates Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
SAmerica 
8 Hong Kong Region 1: Far East, Asian Pacific 
8 Mauritius Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
8 Trinidad & Tobago Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
7 Italy EU (excluding UK) 
7 Vietnam Region 1: Far East, Asian Pacific 
6 Belgium EU (excluding UK) 
6 Canada Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
6 Nepal Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
SAmerica 
5 Japan Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
5 Philippines Region 1: Far East, Asian Pacific 
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5 Tanzania Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
4 Austria EU (excluding UK) 
4 Sri Lanka Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
S America 
4 Switzerland Region: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
3 Brunei Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
SAmerica 
3 Cameroon Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
SAmerica 
3 Jordan Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
SAmerica 
3 Oman Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
S America 
3 Turkey Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
3 Channel Islands UK 
2 Angola Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
2 Bahrain Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
S America 
2 Barbados Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
2 Botswana Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
2 Congo (Peoples Republic) Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
2 Denmark EU (excluding UK) 
2 Ethiopia Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
2 Morocco Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
2 Norway Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
S America 
2 Region 2: S Saudi Arabia Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, S America 
2 Somalia Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
&I 
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2 Togo Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
2 Uganda Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
2 Zambia Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
2 Croatia Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
1 Albania Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
1 Antigua and Barbuda Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
1 Australia Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
1 Brazil Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
S America 
1 Burundi Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
1 Cambodia I Kampuchea Region 1: Far East, Asian Pacific 
1 Dominica Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
1 Taiwan Region 1: Far East, Asian Pacific 
1 Gambia Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
1 Iran Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
SAmerica 
1 Malawi Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
1 Malta EU (excluding UK) 
1 Mexico Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
SAmerica 
1 Mongolia Region 1: Far East, Asian Pacific 
1 New Zealand Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
1 Peru Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
S America 
1 Qatar Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
S America 
au: ..... 
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1 Rwanda Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
1 St Lucia Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
1 Seychelles Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU 
Europe 
1 Sierra Leone Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
1 Singapore Region 1: Far East, Asian Pacific 
1 Tunisia Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
1 West Indies Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
1 Maldive Islands Region 2: S Asia, SE Asia, Gulf, 
SAmerica 
1 British Antarctic Territory Other as 
1 Slovenia EU (excluding UK) 
1 Eritrea Region 3: Africa, Caribbean, 
NonEU Europe 
1 Isle (The) UK 
of Man 
11,038 Total 
, lEiii li 
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Appendix 2: Ethics forms 
The pilot study was discussed and authorised by the Head of Research 
Graduate School and the main study were approved by the Psychology 
Ethics Committee. Below is the original form submitted to the Psychology 
Ethics Committee for approval in October 2007 before the commencement 
of the research. 
University of 

Bedfordshire 

DIVISION OF PSYCHOLOGY 
ETHICS FORM 3 
STAFF AND MPhil/PhD RESEARCH PROJECTS 
Before completing this form you should read the British Psychological 
Society Code of Conduct, Ethical Principles & Guidelines. Research 
students should also discuss the completion of this form with their 
supervisors. 
In addition to this form, please include with your submission: 
• 	 A brief description of the project background, aims, sample and 
procedure (maximum two sides A4) 
• 	 Copies of any questionnaires, interview schedules, experimental 
protocols or other research materials 
• 	 Copies of any advertisements, introductory letters, consent forms, 
feedback/debriefing sheets etc . 
',1,•• \, 
.~ 
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All researchers MUST obtain ethical approval BEFORE col/ecting any 
data. 
1. Researcher name(s) & email addresses 
Maja Jankowska, maia.iankowska@beds.ac.uk 
2. Supervisor name(s) & email address (if relevant) 
Alfredo Gaitan, alfredo.gaitan@beds.ac.uk 
3. 	 Working title of project 
Personal Development Planning - what has culture to say? Attitudes 
towards Personal Development Planning among students at a multi­
cultural university. 
4. 	 Likely duration of project (note that Ethics Committee approval is 
normally deemed to expire after five years unless otherwise 
requested) 
One semester: October - December 2007 
5. 	 Do the participants belong to a group unable to give informed 
consent? (If yes, please give details and explain exactly who will give 
consent. 
NO 
6. How exactly will consent be given? (e.g. verbally or in writing.) 
Written (by filling in the consent form) 
7. 	 Please specify what information you will provide in order that consent 
be informed. 
Please find the attached copy of consent form 
8. 	 Please give details of any proposed rewards or incentives to be 
offered to encourage participation. 
= 
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None 
-

9. 	 Is any deception involved? (If yes, please give details and explain why 
deception is necessary.) 
No 
10. Does the procedure involve any possible distress, discomfort or harm 
to participants? (Please consider all possible causes of distress 
carefully, including likely reactions to the subject matter, debriefing or 
deception. If yes, please give details and say what steps are to be 
taken to protect the participants.) 
No 
11. What mechanism is there for participants to withdraw from the 
investigation? (Please specify exactly when participants may 
withdraw: for example, can they contact you later to have their data 
withdrawn, or is withdrawal only possible until the end of the research 
session?) 
The right to withdraw is described in the consent form (participants can 
withdraw at any time) 
12. 	How are confidentiality and/or anonymity to be maintained? (Please 
be as precise as possible, both here and on any briefing material for 
participants. For example: "Individual data will only be seen by the 
researchers. Only aggregate data will be reported in 
publications/presentations arising from the research.") 
This is also described in the attached consent form. The individual data 
will be seen only by the researchers and for any reports and publications 
the pseudonyms will be used. The participation in the research is voluntary 
and students will be informed that their degree will not be affected in any 
way by participating or non-participating in the research. The data will not 
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be disclosed to any of the students' tutors or anybody related to students' 
course. 
13. Does the research involve contact with any other organisation or 
group (e.g. schools, companies, charities, hospitals)? If yes, please 
give details. 
No 
14. 	Is the research to be funded externally? If yes, please give details. 
No 
15. Will ethical approval for the proposed research be sought from any 
other body (e.g. collaborating departments, Home Office, health 
authority, education authority)? If yes, please give details and either 
(a) include a copy of the letter of approval with this application; or (b) 

forward a copy of the letter of approval to the Chair as soon as it is 

obtained (researchers please note that in such cases the approval of 

the Psychology Ethics Committee should only be regarded as 

conditional until evidence of external approval has been submitted). 

No 
16. 	Has permission been obtained to use any copyright materials (e.g. 
personality tests)? Please also indicate whether particular 
qualifications or training are needed to administer the tests, and if so, 
whether the researcher is appropriately qualified. 
No 
17. Please give details of any other ethical issues that have been 
considered. 
N/A 
Signed 
& 
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Maja Jankowska 
Signing this form certifies that you agree to carry out your research in the 
manner specified. If you want to deviate from the approved method at any 
time, you should seek further ethical approval for the change. 
Date 02/10/2007 
Signature of supervisor (if relevant) 
Note to supervisors: Signing this form certifies that, in your opinion, the 
project specified here is ethical under Departmental and BPS guidelines. 
Do not sign if you are unsure, or if the student has not attached final 
~ ~ versions of the research materials they are planning to use. 
~ 
a ~~ ~ 
!
..~ tJ ~. 
• ~. I~\ 
•~ 
~ 
Signature of Ethics Committee: Gail Kinman (Chair) 
Date 5.10.07 
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Please return completed submissions to the Chair of the Psychology 
Ethics Committee. 
Researchers are encouraged to attend that part of the Committee meeting 
at which their proposal is to be discussed. Alternatively, they may wish to 
make themselves available at that time in case the Committee requires 
any additional information. This may speed up the process of project 
approval. Please contact the Chair for details of dates. 
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Appendix 3: Recruitment of participants· adverts 
• Pilot study: 
Interviewees of different cultural backgrounds needed (1 5t year students 
and Masters) 
My name is Maja Jankowska and I'm a PhD student at the University of 
Bedfordshire. I am looking for students to participate in an exploratory 
study which aims to gain insight in the topic of learning and development 
in different cultural contexts. 
Participants will be interviewed (only once) about their understanding of 
the nature of learning and development. The interviews will be fairly 
informal and unstructured dialogues. They will be recorded and 
transcribed for future reference. The information provided by the 
partiCipants will be kept confidential and anonymity will be ensured in any 
reports or publications. 
You are encouraged to ask questions at any time about the nature of the 
study and the methods that I am using. Your suggestions are important to 
me; you can contact me at any time at the address/ phone number listed 
below. 
I will use the information from this study to inform a future larger research. 
If you would like to help me by dedicating 1 hr for an interview please 
contact me at: 
maia.jankowska@beds.ac.uk 
01234400400 (university switch board) ext 2647 
Or come to the Centre for Excellence for Teaching and learning (CETL) in 
Park Street (next to the careers centre). 
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• Postgraduates: oral invitation to participate (advertised 
during tutorial sessions) but I also provided students with the 
following information sheet: 
My name is Maja Jankowska and I'm a PhD student at the University of 
Bedfordshire. As you know, I assist your lecturer, Tricia Smart with some 
elements of your module. I am looking for student volunteers to participate 
in an interview on the topic of personal development, which will further 
explore the ideas you have captured in your concept maps. 
If you volunteer you will be interviewed about your understanding of the 
nature of personal development and PDP. The interviews will be fairly 
informal and unstructured dialogues. They will be recorded and 
transcribed for future reference. The information provided by the 
participants will be kept confidential and anonymity will be ensured in any 
reports or publications. 
You are encouraged to ask questions at any time about the nature of the 
study and the methods that I am using. Your suggestions are important to 
me; you can contact me at any time at the address/ phone number listed 
below. 
If you would like to help me by dedicating approximately 1 hr for an 
interview please contact me at: 
maja.jankowska@beds.ac.uk 
01234400400 (university switch board) ext 2647 
And we will agree on a place and time convenient for you. 
Thank you, 
Maja Jankowska 
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Appendix 4: Consent forms 
• 	 Pilot study 
CONSENT FORM 
Researcher: 
Name: Maja Jankowska 
Address: University of Bedfordshire, CETl, Park Square, 0006 
Phone: (0)1234400400 ext 2647 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this exploratory study which will 
take place between 10th April to 10th May. 
This form outlines the purposes of the study and provides a description of 
your involvement and rights as a participant. 
The purposes of this project are: 
• 	 to gain insight in the topic of learning and development in different 
cultural contexts 
• 	 to alert a researcher to some important issues and inform a future 
MPhil/PhD study 
Participants will be interviewed (only once) and will be asked to sketch a 
concept map on their understanding of the nature of learning and 
development. The interviews will be fairly informal and unstructured 
dialogues. They will be recorded and transcribed for future reference. The 
information provided by the participants will be kept confidential and 
anonymity will be ensured in any reports or publications. 
You are encouraged to ask questions at any time about the nature of the 
study and the methods that I am using. Your suggestions are important to 
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me; you can contact me at any time at the address/ phone number listed 
above. 
I will use the information from this study to inform a future larger research. 
I guarantee that the following conditions will be met: 
1) Your real name will not be used at any point of information collection, or 
in the written case report; instead, you and any other person and place 
names involved in your case will be given pseudonyms that will be used in 
all verbal and written records and reports. 
2) Audio tapes will not be used for any purpose other than to do this study, 
and will not be played for any reason other than to do this study. These 
tapes will be destroyed after the final report is produced. 
3) Your participation in this research is voluntary; you have the right to 
withdraw at any point of the study, for any reason, and without any 
prejudice, and the information collected and records and reports written 
will be turned over to you. 
4) Should you request it, you will receive a summary of the main findings 
before I write the final report, so that you have the opportunity to suggest 
changes, if necessary. 
If you agree with these conditions and would like to participate in the 
study, please sign in the space below and complete the relevant 
information. 
Signature _________ 
Date __________ 
Name: ____________________ 
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Student number: 

Degree: _________________________ 

Nationality: ________________ 

Email address: 
• 	 Postgraduates (concept maps) 
CONSENT FORM 
Researchers: Maja Jankowska and Tricia Smart 
Address: University of Bedfordshire, CETL, Park Square, D006 
Phone: (0)1234 400 400 ext 2647 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this short study on personal 
development, which will take place between October and December 2007. 
This form outlines the purposes of the study and provides a description of 
your involvement and rights as a participant. 
The purposes of this project is: 
• 	 to gain insight in the topic of personal development among MA 
students. 
Participants will be asked to sketch a concept map on their understanding 
of the nature of personal development. 
The information provided by the participants will be kept confidential and 
anonymity will be ensured in any reports or publications. 
L 
406 
Appendices 

You are encouraged to ask questions at any time about the nature of the 
study and the methods that I am using. Your suggestions are important to 
me; you can contact me at any time at the address/ phone number listed 
above. 
I guarantee that the following conditions will be met: 
1) Your real name will not be used at any point of information collection, or 
in the written case report; instead, you and any other person and place 
names involved in your case will be given pseudonyms that will be used in 
all verbal and written records and reports. 
2) Your participation in this research is voluntary; you have the right to 
withdraw at any point of the study, for any reason, and without any 
prejudice, and the information collected and records and reports written 
will be turned over to you. 
If you agree with these conditions and would like to participate in the 
study, please sign in the space below and complete the relevant 
information. 
Signature _________ Date 
Name: _____________________ 
StUdent number: ___________ 
Oegree: __________________ 
Nationality: ___________ 
Email address: _____________ 
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• 	 Postgraduates (interviews) 
Attitudes towards Personal Development Planning among students 

at a multi~cultural university 

CONSENT FORM 

Researcher's name: Maja Jankowska 
Address: University of Bedfordshire, CETL, Park Square, D006 
Phone: (0)1234400400 ext 2647 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study which will take place 
between October and December 2007. It is a part of my degree. 
This form outlines the purposes of the study and provides a description of 
your involvement and rights as a participant. 
Project aim: 
• 	 to gain insight into personal development and learning practices of 
students of different cultural backgrounds. 
You will be interviewed (twice) and will be asked to sketch a concept map 
on your understanding of the nature of development as well as answer a 
few questions about personal development and learning. The interviews 
will be fairly informal and unstructured dialogues. They will be recorded, 
transcribed and analysed. Additionally, reflective assignments (e.g. 
portfolios, blogs, journals) submitted by you as part of your course will be 
included in the study. 
The information provided by you will be kept confidential (Le. will not be 
disclosed to anybody outside the research team) and anonymity will be 
ensured in any reports or publications. 
as && w 
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You are encouraged to ask questions at any time about the nature of the 
study and the methods that I am using. Your suggestions are important to 
me; you can contact me at any time at the address! phone number listed 
above. 
I guarantee that the following conditions will be met: 
1) Your real name will not be used at any point of information collection, or 
in the written report; instead, you and any other person and place names 
will be given pseudonyms that will be used in all verbal and written records 
and reports. 
2) Audio tapes will not be played for any purpose other than for this study. 
These tapes will be destroyed after the final report is produced. 
3) Your participation in this research is voluntary; therefore it will not have 
any consequences for your degree. You have the right to withdraw at any 
point of the study, for any reason, and without any prejudice, and the 
information collected will be destroyed. 
4) Should you request it, you will receive a summary of the main findings 
before I write the final report, so that you have the opportunity to suggest 
changes, if necessary. 
If you agree with these conditions and would like to participate in the 
study, please sign in the space below and complete the relevant 
information. 
Signature ___________ Date 
Name: _________________ 
Student number: ___________ 
Degree: _______________ 
Nationality: ____________ 
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Age: ___________________________ 
Sex: 
---------------------------
Email address: ___________________ 
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Appendix 5: Instruction on how to create a concept map 
General introduction: 
A concept map is a diagram with hierarchical nodes. Each node contains 
concept label. Concepts are linked together with directional lines, and also 
labelled. 
Concept map is similar to a mind map, which probably most of you have 
seen or used before. The difference between a concept map and a mind 
map is that the concept map also names the connections and includes 
arrows to show the direction of the relationship. For example a connection 
between 'children - sweets' in a mind map becomes more specific, 
potentially as: 
'children - like - sweets' 
'children - eat - sweets' 
'sweets - are bad for - children' (with an arrow going in the opposite 
direction. 
Here are some examples of the concept maps (the researcher shows 
examples of maps on simple, every day topics, drawing attention to 
arrows, labelling and directions): 
Students are encouraged to ask any questions or seek clarifications. 
Then the researcher explains that they are asked to sketch a concept map 
on the topic of personal development. The task is individual and 
confidential. Therefore the students are given consent forms and only the 
maps of the students who agree to participate will be taken away by the 
researcher for analysis. 
The researcher explains she will be available al/ the time and circulating 
around the classroom while the students are creating their maps. She also 
underlines that the maps are individual and distinctive representation of 
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students' understanding and she stresses that there is no 'correct' or 
'wrong' answer. 
The students are told they have around 30 minutes to complete the task. 
Those who finish early are asked to remain silent or leave a classroom for 
a cup of coffee not to disturb other students. 
As the researcher circulates around the classroom she makes every effort 
to be supportive but not directive. If asked to give an example for 
clarification she draws on examples from other topics, not personal 
development. 
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Appendix 6: Further eMs analysis 
Precious (African) 
Maintain Eal 
Figure 30: Precious' first map 
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Figure 31: Precious' second map 
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The core structure of both Precious' maps is homologous. The maps are 
sketched in the form of simple spokes with exactly the same branches and 
similar layout of the concepts (the same ideas in the same places in the 
first and second map). Among the most important concepts in Precious' 
maps (developed further into sub-themes) are: education, career, family 
life, personal relationships and health. 
Two (of three) new concepts which Precious acquired (for example, self­
actualisation and confidence) were merely bolted to a prior-knowledge 
structure. Although these concepts may be thought of as important ones, 
the student did not link them to other branches (especially: job, studies 
and personal life), which may suggest that the concepts were acquired 
without deeper understanding or incorporation to the prior knowledge. 
In the second map there is also a new concept of leadership qualities, 
which links the education and the career. The student seems to believe 
that leadership qualities taught at the university are useful in the 
workplace. 
According to Novak's typology this map, most likely, would have to be 
referred to as an example of rote learning. 
Matej (CEE) 
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Figure 32: Matej' first map 
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Figure 33: Matej' second map 
Matei' both maps are spokes with very simi lar branches. However, one 
quite important branch - 'self-esteem' was lost in the second map. This 
seemed to be a key concept, which appeared in a loop of concepts related 
to 'knowledge' , 'education' and 'career' in the fi rst map. 'Self-esteem', 
according to Matej, helps to achieve satisfaction in personal development. 
This link of 'satisfaction' appears as a separate concept of self-satisfaction 
in the second map, and comes under a 'career'. This student may view 
'self-satisfaction' as an ultimate goal in his career life (it may be a synonym 
to 'self-esteem' concept from the first map). 
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The second map, on a surface level, looks well-organised and structured: 
from work and education on the left side to more personal aspects on the 
right side. However, the first map seemed to have a few more concepts 
and also the linkage was richer (possibly due to the layout of the map). But 
although, there are fewer concepts and links in the second map, some of 
the concepts from the first map (for example, 'wealth' and 'power' under 
'career') were replaced with less 'materialistic' concepts ('successful 
career', 'self-satisfaction'), which may indicate the student's move towards 
a more internal gratification and a more mature attitudes. 
According to the typology of learning introduced by Novak (1998), the lack 
of new concepts in the second map and the absence of the new links to 
the extant prior knowledge should be treated as indicative of non-learning. 
However, Matej structured his map in a more organised way, which may 
indicate that he has thought through this topic more. The changes in the 
way some concepts are expressed may also be a sign of personal 
development and change in a hierarchy of goals or things that are 
important in life. I argue that without a follow-up conversation it would be 
difficult to judge the progress (of its lack) in this, and similar, examples. 
Ling (Chinese) 
----________________________Bmw. _ 
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Figure 35: Ling's second map 
Ling's both maps are quite similar both in terms of the structure 
(spoke/simple net) and the richness of concepts and links. Although Ling 
added a few new concepts to her second map (for example, 'happiness', 
'personal needs', 'study hard NOW', 'high income working position (career 
life)') , they do not contribute much to her overall understanding of personal 
development (they seem to substitute other concepts from the first map). 
Ling made a clear division between 'intangible' and 'tangible' 
development. The concepts which can be classify as more 'soft' or 
personal ones are located on the left side of both maps, while those which 
can be treated as 'hard ', career and outcome-oriented are located on the 
right hand side of both maps. The concepts related to goals are located in 
the centre of both maps (disconnected from the rest of concepts in the first 
map) . Ling's second map has got more links, the most important being 
probably the link between education and career - she clearly expressed 
the view that the career progression is interlinked with studying, while in 
her previous map these two spheres were disconnected. Moreover, the 
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centre of the map (goals) is connected with both left and right branches of 
the map. Instead of using 'intangible' and tangible' development, in her 
second map, Ling presented these 'soft' ideas on the left as her dreams 
and personal needs and the 'hard' ones on the right as goals leading to 
improvement in the quality of life and identified studying ('now') as a way 
of achieving and linking her dreams with goals. 
Although again, according to Novak's typology of learning, Ling's maps 
would most likely be qualified as rote learning , it can be argued that by 
introducing the linkage between the world of education and career Ling 
connected her academic and professional development and highlighted 
her motivation to achieve her dreams through combining her efforts in both 
areas. 
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Figure 36: Eszti 's first map 
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Figure 37: Eszti's second map 
Eszti's both maps contained similar concepts (and exactly the same 
number of them) and although they both look more like a net at the first 
glance, the closer scrutiny reveals that they are rather outgrown spokes. 
The first map was much more 'messy'. Personal development was linked 
to the concept labelled 'me' and most of the links sprang of this concept, 
instead of 'personal development'. It might be indicative of the idea that 
the development of self is seen as related to soft skills, social aspects of 
development and hobbies of a particular person, while there is other form 
of development more related to the career and finding one's own place in 
a society. 
Eszti's second map appeared better organised , with three new concepts, 
including the concept of 'language skills' (linked to the concept of work and 
studying at university) - perhaps Eszti realised how important language 
skills were in her further development. The two other new concepts ('time 
effectiveness' and 'pleasure') were rather simple additions. The concept- of 
family ('gaining support from ' as well as 'missing' family) disappeared in 
the second map - perhaps, Eszti reconciled emotionally with the distance 
from the family and became more independent. 
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The concept of 'new cultu re' was present in both maps but it evolved and 
became richer in the second map. The linkage may suggest that this 
happened due to exposure to various cultures and the urge to understand 
and interact with others. 
The second map had a well-organised and more complex area of interplay 
between the world of study, work and social life, which is an Improvement 
in relation to the first map, where the area of career seemed to be more 
detached and underdeveloped. 
Again , following Novak's typology, one should probably interpret the 
changes in Eszti's maps as indicative of rote learning, but the way the 
student rearranged her map may actually reveal reflective restructuring of 
her vision of personal development. Also the fact that the concept of 
'family' linked with such words as 'support', 'miss', 'I visit' disappeared may 
suggest the student's greater independence and maturity at the end of the 
module. 
Kate (British) 
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Figure 38: Kate's first map 
Figure 39: Kate's second map 
In terms of structure, both Kate's maps were nearly homologous spokes 
with similar branches of four main areas: skills, goals, experience and 
family (in the second map goals were not a separate branch - they were 
moved to other branches as sub-concepts; and 'family' became a separate 
branch). However, the sub-concepts in some of the branches changed 
noticeably. 
Her first map had concepts evolving around 'experiences' and cyclical 
phases of meeting people, moving to a different country, which can lead to 
family problems, deaths and sadness (which, on the other hand, can bring 
a family back together again) and breaking relationships with others. In her 
second map 'experiences' shrunk to only two, probably the most important 
sub-concepts, 'learning from mistakes' and 'moving countries'. The 
concepts in a 'family' category formed a branch with new concepts of 
'trust',' love' and 'teachings' . This may indicate a shift in Kate's 
understanding of some of the key concepts in personal development. In 
her first map, the ideas relating to family were present in two branches: 
one connected to Kate's future goals, aspirations and financial security 
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(owning a car, a house, being married with children and providing for the 
family) and the other related to experiences, mostly difficult ones, like 
death, breaking up, family problems or sadness. In her second map family 
became a completely separate branch (one of the key concepts), with 
more positive ideas (love, trust, feelings) and the more materialistic 
concepts were removed. 
The branch of 'interests' was named 'hobbies' in the second map and 
incorporated different sUb-concepts (mostly related to health and sports 
activities, while in the first map there were concepts of cars, shopping, 
friends and a beach). This is an interesting shift as all Kate's interests and 
hobbies seemed to have changed and developed into more health­
oriented and developmental ones ('swimming', 'jogging', hockey', 'playing 
the piano'), rather than related to 'hanging around'. 
According to Novak's typology, one could argue that this stUdent has not 
acquired any new concepts (and even the number of concepts have 
shrunk) hence the outcome would be considered as non-learning. 
However, Kate seemed to have a fairly stable and organised overall idea 
of personal development, which may not be susceptible to change, 
especially in such a short time span. Moreover, the shift towards more 
positive and 'deeper' concepts around family and more healthy interests, 
as well as acquiring the concept of learning from mistakes may indicate 
that this student has resolved some of important issues and shifted 
towards a different understanding of some areas of personal development. 
Masha (CEE) 
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Figure 40: Masha's first map 
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Figure 41: Masha's second map 
The core structures of both Masha' maps were homologous (identical 
spokes) and there was also little conceptual change (in concepts and 
links) present. 
Masha was also the only student reluctant to repeat the task of co~cept 
mapping as she believed her ideas about personal development were 
stable, well-formed and mature. She also felt she knew exactly her 
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direction in life and felt confident and would not envisage any major 
changes in future. 
Interestingly, among the new concepts which appeared in her second map 
there was a concept labelled 'ability to reflect' (in the first map she had a 
concept: 'ability to study', which mayor may not be a counterpart of 
reflection). However, both her maps lack richer linkage between the main 
concepts; for example there is no linkage between education and curiosity 
and ability to reflect or career and self-satisfaction or relations with people. 
Hence this example would be most likely defined as non-learning in 
Novak's typology. 
However, it might be possible that an established and deep personal belief 
that one knows her direction and should not change anything, can inhibit 
further development and block one from opening up to new opportunities 
(until perhaps something substantial happens, provoking change). 
It is also possible that some people reach a plateau before they can 
progress further. My discussion in chapter 2 pointed out the possibility of 
the periods of stagnation, or even regression in development (which may 
last for variable amount of time). Perhaps Masha was 'on a plateau' and 
did not feel any need for changes for the time being? Perhaps, unless she 
finds herself affected by some new circumstances or faces some new 
challenges, there is little likelihood that she would change her ideas or 
progress further? 
Aseye (African) 
---___ nsmlliillill____ ____~~ 
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The core structure of both Aseye's maps was homologous (identical 
spokes) and the conceptual change was minimal. Moreover, the linkage 
was trivial in both maps (Aseye used 'is' as a linking word for almost every 
connection she made). 
The new concepts which appeared in the second map were mostly 
associated with learning and concentrated on exemplifying various ways in 
which learning is conducted ('working in groups/ teams', 'lecture', 'learning 
from experiences', 'impulsive learning'), and enriched the 'education' 
branch. 'Culture' (England - Ghana) was another new concept, which 
appeared under 'social development'. These new concepts could have 
been incorporated as a result of studying in new culture, and perhaps as a 
comparison to Aseye's previous educational experiences. 
However, there is a significant absence of meaningful interlinking or 
structural change and the new knowledge seemed to be bolt onto the 
previous structure. Such a map would be clustered as non-learning. 
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Appendix 7: Memo writing - an example 
P2 raises an issue of asking questions in different educational 
environments. Asking questions in Slovakia can be tricky, lecturers say 
that students can ask questions but P2's interpretation (perception) is that 
'they don't really mean it'. Students are reluctant to ask for fear of being 
thought of as stupid. Students 'are very afraid to ask questions' and they 
prefer to ask fellow students but even that 'can make you look stupid 
sometimes so some students don't even do that'. 
That creates what P2 calls a 'communication gap'. 
In the UK she feels that students are truly encouraged to ask questions 
and lecturers are more approachable. She also thinks that they are more 
generous with their time - they will explain after classes, send more 
information via email, if necessary, and, in general, they are more friendly. 
This is interesting - it seems that P2 views teachers back home as 
patronising and unhelpful and, as a result, students feel reluctant to ask 
questions for fear of being perceived as stupid - this leads to a distance 
between teachers and learners, something well documented in, for 
example, Hofstede's research (power distance). 
P5 states that in the UK students don't have a lot of questions, while in 
China they do. Then a bit further in the interview she explains the system 
of asking questions - not in the classroom and not to the teacher. Students 
approach fellow students. 
Therefore I am not sure how she arrived at the conclusion that here 
students have not got many questions? Perhaps it is linked to her 
perception that teachers are 'more busy' in China? Or perhaps the 
student's English language proficiency got in a way and obscured the 
explanation? 
"Uhm ( ..), uhm, in China the teachers have a lot of lessons to teach (.), 
mhh, so but I don't know, in China ( .... ) {thinking} the teacher are busy and 
they have a lot students busy, ehem, they have lots of students, a lot of 
assignment to look, here, here, hmm ( ... ) the teacher is more easier, they 
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just put material in a BREO and a student download and in the class we 
just read through the material. 
Yes, so ( ..) and the students don't have that much questions but in China 
we ask a lot of questions, mhhh, so it makes the teacher very busy 
IR: mhm, you ask questions in the classroom? Or do you ask questions 
personally to the teacher? 
I, if I have questions for the teacher I just ask first for my friend and 
sometime I send email to the teacher 
IR: mhm, in China? 
No, here 
In China (.), uhm, also ask friends, I, I rarely ask teacher for question 
IR: So you don't ask in the classroom? 
No, I'm not. I just ask friends" 
Maybe the whole business of asking questions - which on the face of it as 
a code or broader category may seem to be simple if not trivial (as 
everyone asks questions and questions are obvious part in teaching and 
learning), is actually much more complex and reaches deep into 
psychological insecurities and uncertainties? 
Most partiCipants seem to be saying that: 
1. Asking questions is important as a part of a learning process. 
2. Asking questions is natural and easy for children, and when we grow up 
other factors and experiences interfere and asking questions suddenly 
becomes complex and often difficult. 
3. Asking questions may be problematical for many reasons: 
- some students may feel stupid, unintelligent or not able to understand 
(what perhaps others can grasp easily - or at least students' perception is 
that others can understand easily) - so there is an element of shame and 
perceived stigma? 
- asking questions may be bound by particular customs and rituals ­
perhaps students have pressing questions but cannot ask them when they 
come to their minds - either asking questions in the classroom is not 
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preferable (e.g. in China as Chinese ps seem to be indicating; asking 
questions in China happens at break time) or it's highly ritualised (for 
example, in Ghana you have to wait till the assigned time, raise your hand, 
stand up, introduce yourself to the lecturer and then you can ask your 
question - there may not be enough time and also it may paralyse some 
shy students) 
- asking questions may be linked to a fear of public speaking, talking in 
front of others (code being afraid of asking questions) 
4. At least some participants see asking questions as quite important in 
the process of gaining an understanding and meaning making 
5. It seems that all ps prefer to (or observe that other students prefer to) 
ask questions of their fellow students as a first point of call, and only if 
absolutely necessary revert to asking a lecturer. However, asking lecturers 
and/or seeking their help seems to be perceived as much easier in the UK 
(virtually all interviewees refer to friendly, comfortable, nearly equal 
teacher-learner relationship in the UK). This may also (need cross 
checking!) be linked to the fact that some students praise the fact that 
there are many ways of contacting lecturers in the UK - perhaps emailing 
a question or asking a question at a one-to-one meeting arranged with a 
lecturer is easy - at least there is no other audience and as for an email or 
other form of electronic discussion there may be more distance which may 
take away a fear of feeling stupid, losing face. 
6. Some participants also notice that there is a difference between high 
school and university - in high school there is not much time for individual 
consultations and also the teacher-learner hierarchy is more visible (see 
Kate's discussion of this issue) - therefore there are not only less 
opportunities for asking questions but also the hierarchy brings the fear ­
fear of asking questions or requesting help ('and I think for me at school 
anyway, I was a bit afraid of the teachers, so it's hard to go up to one 
teacher and start talking about any problems that we have', Kate) 
7. It also seems that group work could be a good forum for asking 
questions and seeking clarification - it gives an opportunity to exchange 
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ideas with other students than just asking one individual friend. Perhaps, 
one technique that lecturers could employ and encourage is indicating that 
questions should come from a group - as a group question could be seen 
less personal, not traceable to an individual student and may also show a 
lecturer an area where other students may be struggling for 
understanding. 
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Appendix 8: Participants' 'pen profiles' 
1. Precious (African, Nigerian) 
Aged 31 at the time of the interview, Precious was a mature student, 
enrolled on MSc Business Management course at the University of 
Bedfordshire. Although she stayed in the UK before, this was her first 
longer stay with the purpose of completing a postgraduate degree in the 
UK. She completed the undergraduate degree (BSc Accountancy) in 
Nigeria. 
Precious narrated the story of the importance of education in personal and 
professional development. For Precious learning, progressing from one 
level to another in education and succeeding in educational endeavours 
provided a sense of personal achievement. Precious' passion and respect 
for education was paired with her strong belief in the transformative power 
of education (people bettering their life through education) as well as a 
way to secure a good employment. Not surprisingly then Precious used 
concepts of 'education' and 'learning' interchangeably throughout the 
interview. 
Financial aspects, such as being able to take care of the family and 
wanting to 'be rich' were signalled as important not only personally for 
Precious but for others in Nigeria. However, Precious drew a line between 
her own belief that the only way to achieve (also financially) is through 
education and other people's ideas of financial success, which can be 
achieved in other ways, without having much education (illegal activities, 
manual labour). Precious stressed that she consciously chose an 
educational path and wanted to follow it further (perhaps through to a PhD 
level), however, she was also limited in terms of financial resources. Like 
Akili (see case study 4 in chapter 6), Precious listed the lack of money, 
resources (learning materials), technologies and access to teachers and 
developmental opportunities as factors that can hinder or delay personal, 
academic and professional development. She had to delay her dream of 
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gaining postgraduate education and compromise on a lower goal (MSc, 
instead of a PhD - a 'bigger development') due to her financial 
circumstances, although she hoped that this path was not completely 
closed for her. Precious' determination to learn and obtain a further degree 
was admirable at the backdrop of a variety of 'struggles' and it was this 
determination that she saw as a vehicle for achievement (against all the 
odds): 'there are some limiting factors but you're struggling ahead, yes, 
and knowing how important it is to you ... , you can drive above those 
factors that are limiting you'. Achieving chosen goals, despite challenges 
on her way, led to a sense of personal satisfaction. 
Gaining education was also important for Precious because (like Akili) she 
wanted to pass knowledge onto others and 'be able to train people', 
contributing in this way to her community. 
Learning and development for Precious come both from formal (and 
planned) and informal (inCidental) experiences and could be both 
conscious and unconscious. In Precious' opinion people may set up 
targets and come up with plans to achieve their goals - that would be 
conscious, planned, thought through development, but, on the other hand, 
they also continuously develop and learn, often without putting any effort 
into it or being aware that they are developing - this kind of development 
happens through daily exchanges and experiences. Precious refers to the 
later one as 'incidental learning' I learning almost by chance (when 'in the 
process of doing one you end up getting two'). 
Referring to pedagogic differences between her previous university 
education and current experiences in the UK, Precious explained that 
there is less possibility for 'unexpected' development back home. She 
attributed this to Nigerian lecturers' expectation to use only particular 
sources (for example, a book they wrote) and students 'cramming' 
(learning by heart) information from such sources just to pass 
examinations. Precious was aware that this practice can have a 
detrimental effect on students' research skills as they do not learn how to 
search for and collate information from different sources. She felt that 
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students are less likely to learn something by chance, stumbling upon 
something that could spark their interest in a different to prescribed 
source. 
Precious also mentioned other differences, such as unsupportive, distant 
and highly hierarchical teacher-learner relationships in Nigeria ('teacher is 
like Lord'), contrasted with her perception of much more friendly, 
accessible, open and supportive lecturers in the UK. She also felt that the 
teachers back home were interested mainly in academic progress and 
would not consider students' personal or professional development or 
pastoral care as matters that should concern them (and would normally 
not offer any advice). 
Precious also explained that the most common form of assessment in 
Nigeria involved written examinations. She had never before experienced 
formal groupwork, especially assessed. 
However, she explained the common practice of having reading or 
studying partners, 'people that we're close to, we're sure we can relate to, 
so we just come together, read together, study together'. She perceived 
these social exchanges and information sharing as powerful sources of 
learning, which can help the learner obtain some clarification, fill in the 
gaps in knowledge but also facilitate both memorisation and 
understanding as by explaining things to others she realised she could 
remember better ('it sticks') and that others could contribute their 
perspectives on the subject, therefore creating 'collective knowledge'. 
Although education and career were very important for Precious, she felt 
they should not overtake her whole life. Precious stressed the importance 
of having life-work balance and drawing a clear line between career and 
family, ensuring that work does not affect personal and family life. Like 
Aseye (profile 7 below), Precious talked also about maintaining healthy, 
balanced lifestyle, keeping fit and healthy (medical check-ups, healthy 
meals). 
2. Matej (CEE, Slovak) 
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Aged 22 at the time of the interview, Matej was enrolled on MSc Finance 
and Business Management course at the UoB. He had previously 
completed 2 years of university studies in Slovakia, then transferred and 
started his undergraduate degree at the UoB from year 2 (not 1). 
Therefore it was his third year of living and studying in the UK. 
Matej's story centred on the importance of two parallel 'factors' 
contributing to personal development, building of self-esteem and 
achieving personal satisfaction. Building of self-esteem seemed to be one 
of the main goals of personal development but also a vehicle for further 
development and a measure of progress. Matej referred to self-esteem 
and personal satisfaction as 'a good basis for [the] future growth' ­
essential ingredients for development. In his narration building of self­
esteem starts with the family of origin as the 'family is a very huge factor 
because family is the thing' - these are 'the good people' who 'support', 
'stand behind you also in bad times' and provide 'a safe base to grow up'. 
Matej believed that in order to be able to develop one needs 'good people' 
(family and friends), 'positive surroundings', 'positive karma', 'positive 
environment' as the source of support and a safety net; a starting point. 
The next important factor in Matej's development was education. He 
believed that learning can not only be developmental but also empowering 
as with the growth of knowledge (and experience) come wisdom and 
confidence, which contribute to career development. Possessing 
knowledge, being educated and progressing in career, in turn, enhances 
self-esteem and is a source of personal satisfaction and 'positive feelings': 
'the more educated you are ... you can use yourself even in more different 
ways, ... the more you learn, the more you know and like more clever .,. 
you are' which then links to career development.' 
Developmental and learning opportunities and a good, nurturing and 
supportive environment playa pivotal role in building of self-esteem by 
providing sound foundations and the strength to carry on even in difficult 
circumstances. Having high self-esteem and being able to access support 
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from family and friends placed Matej in a comfortable situation where he 
felt he was able to cope with life challenges and not be 'knocked down' by 
them. He felt he could concentrate on what he wanted for himself, not 
what others might try to impose on him. His confidence was transcendent 
in many statements as well as in his resistance to interviewer's pursuits 
(for example asked what he needs to learn in life Matej affirmed: 'there is 
nothing I have to learn but it's what I want to learn'). He trusted his own 
judgements and feelings rather than external measurements - his feelings 
of gaining knowledge and understanding of some phenomenon were more 
important than, for example, a grade given by a lecturer and Matej hinted 
he would not let anyone to undermine his sense of achievement and 
personal satisfaction (although the sense of being beyond others' 
judgements may refer to a preferred, ideal, rather than real, aspect of his 
self). He gave an impression of person who does not believe in universal 
measurements or 'one fit all' models - he resisted the questions that could 
evoke 'generalisations' as answers, for example asked what success is or 
how people learn Matej repeatedly stated that it is 'very hard to say' 
because these things are 'very personal', 'different for different people' 
and they 'depend on the background of people and their values'. 
Matej's ideas around planning were interesting - he seemed to be 
balancing between the necessity to pian, set targets and stick to them 
'because that keeps us going' (as opposed to 'just like living day to day', 
floating through life) and a wish to be open to opportunities, not be too 
rigid or narrow-minded. Therefore, although plans seemed to be important, 
Matej felt that not everything can be planned and a degree of flexibility is 
beneficial. He returned to the theme of opportunities several times in the 
interview - keeping his eyes and mind open in order to notice, 'evaluate 
them, maybe spot which one is the best one ... , from which one you can 
achieve as much, mhm, knowledge or development as possible'. Like 
other interviewed students he had specific, detailed plans and goals for 
the near future (completing his degree, finding a good job) and much more 
vague, illusive plans for the further future (more like a dream). 
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Asked about his experiences of studying in Slovakia and in the UK Matej 
painted a highly critical portrait of pedagogic approaches in Slovakia with a 
striking disregard for encyclopaedic and teacher-centred pedagogic 
approaches. He referred to theory heavy content of the curriculum (they 
teach 'really huge amount of, huge amount of information even though 75, 
at least 75% of those are informations, are those useless for your future') 
and commented on the fact that teachers are interested more in 
reproduction of knowledge than in understanding and that 'they want to 
know what you don't know ... , they try to get you into a corner'. This was 
contrasted with a more practical pedagogic approach at the UoB, with an 
accent placed on understanding and showcasing what a student knows 
and with a more 'personal', 'customer'-Iike orientation. Matej observed 
'more qualitative' approaches at the UoB, with teachers more dedicated to 
students, showing more interest and care and having more time. In 
Slovakia it was 'more quantitative' with lecturers having less duty of care, if 
any, as it was 'not their businesses'. I encountered this line of critique 
offered by CEE students across a wider sample and provided a discussion 
of this issue elsewhere (Jankowska, 2011). 
Matej, similarly to Aneta (see case study 1, chapter 6), was highly critical 
of PDP (this was surprising given his praise for the pedagogic approaches 
underpinning UoB curriculum). He seemed astonished by the fact I wanted 
to know about his experiences of PDP and asked with an exclamation: 
'seriously?!' and when I confirmed my interest, he offered: 'it was so 
useless!' 'Useless' then became a word denominating PDP (repeated 
several times) - this combined with a striking use of passive voice (as in 
Aneta's case) gave a sense of PDP activities viewed as pointless and 
imposed on the learners. Matej provided three aspects that contributed to 
his opinion about PDP activities: the lack of explanation of the purpose of 
some activities, the tasks which do not take into consideration students' 
prior experience and knowledge (some tasks basic, trivial or repetitive of 
what students already know) and over-concentration on the showcasing 
element of PDP. The last element - showcasing seemed to be particularly 
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irritating for Matej who repeatedly explained that it was just about 'showing 
off, showing off yourselves' and that he did not 'find it personal 
development'. He referred to e-portfolios as vehicles for 'showcasing' 
(which are supposed to 'develop your personality or personal 
development') in a doubtful manner and to blogs (introduced by the 
researcher to the module to provide opportunities for reflection) as 
descriptive, pointless entries about self, written for some audience. 
3. Ling (Chinese) 
Aged 22 at the time of the interview, Ling 
Aged 22 at the time of the interview, Ling was enrolled on MSc Finance 
and Business Management course at the UoB. It was her second year in 
the UK and at the UoB as, like Mei (see case study 2, chapter 6), she 
graduated from 2+1 undergraduate programme (two years in China and 
the third year in the UK) with the final award given by the UoB. 
Ling's narrative was around her detailed plan for 'a wonderful lite' - a 
balanced, fulfilled life of prosperity, success, harmony, peace and 
happiness. She wanted to become 'one of the most successful females in 
China' but not only in terms of financial success - she highlighted her wish 
to have a good social life, a reputable position in the society, make her 
'own world peaceful and people around [her] happy' as well as have a 
'high quality life' and for that, she believed, she needed to have power and 
money. Ling believed that hard work, learning and gaining experience as 
well as being organised ('a good management') and having a very detailed 
plan are key to success. She perceived education as very important and 
concentrated her efforts on her studies for the time being. The themes of 
the power of knowledge and the importance of learning were intervolved 
throughout the whole interview. 
Ling viewed personal development as a vehicle for achievement. She 
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divided her personal development into 'tangible' and 'intangible' parts 
which further highlighted her wish to obtain a balance in her life. She 
recognised the need to develop both spheres in order to become 
successful and to plan everything carefully and monitor her progress. 
Although Ling separated 'intangible' and 'tangible' development, she was 
convinced that they are complimentary and crucial for development and 
achievement of a final goal of a balanced, happy life. Under her intangible 
development ling listed intellectual development, emotional intelligence 
and social development and she explained that it is intangible as 'you 
cannot feel that'. Tangible development includes anything that helps her 
achieve a high quality of life (education, career). 
Similarly to Mei, Ling highlighted a complex network of connections, 
relationships and social obligations in the Chinese society, the wish to be 
socially recognised and have a good reputation and lot of 'pressure' that 
Chinese students experience back in China. 
She also underlined relationships and social development as one of her 
priorities. She had a very close relationship with her mother (espeCially 
since her father died early) and she saw her mother and friends as 
sources of support. She wanted to develop socially further - to have good 
relationships and make 'people around [her] happy'. 
ling, similarly to Mei, highlighted pedagogic differences between China 
and the UK. She felt it was 'totally different' in China with the teacher being 
'like a boss' who tells students exactly what and how to do and students 
having to follow it to the letter to succeed. There is a lot more contact 
hours, more homework and more subjects (also perceived as 'more 
difficult') in China and students 'lack the time to think about [themselves],. 
Ling felt that, in comparison to students here, Chinese students studying in 
China have 'really hard life'. She believed that Chinese education gives 
stUdents 'strong basics' (much stronger than the British one) but equally 
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she observed that due to restrictions in voicing own opinions or creativity 
'the ability to create something new is, I think be lost, be forget' (this 
aspect was also elaborated on by Jun - a Chinese participant from the 
pilot study, who associated this perceived lack of creativity and freedom of 
expression with scarcity of Nobel prizes awarded to the Chinese). In that 
respect Ling provided a balanced view of pros and cons of both systems. 
At the end of the interview Ling chose to tell the story of personal 
challenges that playa role in personal development. Similarly to Kate, Ling 
talked about the death in the family and 'unhappy things' that actually can 
make people stronger and also draw families closer. Ling felt she had to 
learn to accept that there are various challenges and difficulties in life, 
accept that they are inevitable and learn to deal with them independently 
as 'nobody will always be with you your whole life' 
4. Eszti (CEE, Hungarian) 
Aged 28 at the time of the interview, Eszti was enrolled on MSc Logistics 
and Business Management. She had lived and worked in the UK for one 
and a half years and then decided to take up a postgraduate degree at the 
UoB. She completed her undergraduate degree in Slovakia. 
Eszti narrated a story of becoming - challenging herself and becoming 
more confident, skilled, experienced and open as well as more self-aware 
and autonomous in many aspects of her life (academic studies, living 
independently and social skills). It is a story of personal transformation, 
especially in relation to education. which Eszti perceived as her 'biggest 
challenge' . 
A driving force for this personal transformation seems to be taking up 'the 
university challenge', which, on the one hand, took Eszti out of her comfort 
zone and pushed her not only on the academic but also personal and 
social levels but, on the other hand, provided her with goals and a sense 
i_._i.." BilE 
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of direction in life. She portrayed her development as a journey from a 
day-to-day life without much focus or drive to life with a better defined 
path, which gave her not only clarity and focus but also motivation to 
persevere. 
Eszti talked about personal development in terms of getting to know 
herself, finding her own place and identifying what she really wanted to do 
in her life, which, in turn could give her an orientation in life. The university 
seemed to be a good platform for this self-exploration, challenging Eszti 
and evoking deep personal reflections and, at the same time providing 
opportunities for learning, gaining new skills and experiences and social 
networking, opening up and building relationships with other people. The 
challenges that the academic environment offered did not seem to be 
psychologically threatening 'beyond the capacity to benefit from a 
challenge' (Sullivan & Johns, 2002). On the contrary, Eszti saw the 
academia as a space of possibilities for personal, social and academic 
development: possibilities for new relationships, new knowledge and new 
ways of doing things and a place where she could overcome her anxieties 
and feel comfortable and supported. The realisation that she was one of 
many foreign students facing similar issues contributed to lowering of her 
anxiety, feeling more comfortable and supported by the international 
network of friends and provided her with a sense of belonging (aspects 
that Montgomery found also in her study of international students, 2010). 
Through her participation in an international community Eszti started 
'coming out of her shell', being more open and improving her 
communication skills. 
Eszti also discussed a wider context of living in a foreign country, pointing 
out that it was 'an adventure' and a challenge as she needed to learn 
about a different culture, look after herself, secure her living (financially) 
and become more independent, not drawing on the usual sources of 
support (family or her boyfriend). This 'adventure' evoked in her the 
feelings of excitement (with the novelty) and joy, satisfaction and pride, 
AS M mi"PPTt .&!5i!! 
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*1 
once she has realised she was a ble to cope with the demands of 
independent life. 
Eszti also compared the two edu cational systems and pedagogic 
approaches that she experienced back in Hungary and in the UK. 
Although she perceived them as 'very different', she observed that having 
experienced them both she realised that they have both pros and cons 
and a composition of both should perhaps be more useful. She felt that the 
pedagogic approach which she experienced back home involved too much 
memorisation and was heavily overloaded with information that would not 
be useful to most people after graduation - so called encyclopaedic 
approach (Jankowska, 2011). On the other hand, she recognised that 
having a 'solid' base, grounded in broader and more general education 
can be useful and facilitate learning and understanding of more specific 
subjects. However, she was also appreciative of more practical and 
experiential approach she experienced at the UoB, which gave her an 
opportunity to practice and apply theories to real-life tasks. She also felt 
that academics with whom she had contact at the UoB used simple, easy 
to understand language, while her lecturers in Slovakia used more difficult 
academic jargon, which hindered students' understanding, even though 
information was passed in her native language. Eszti felt that generally 
teaching at the UoB was much more student-centred and students were 
well supported by the lecturers who attempted to facilitate students' 
learning (by adjusting their language, providing examples to illustrate their 
points, being available to students), while in Hungary education was more 
teacher-centred with more theoretical focus and factual knowledge. The 
teachers is Hungary were perceived to be less approachable, more distant 
and interacting from a position of power, while in the UK Eszti felt that her 
lecturers were easy to contact and approach, friendly and supportive. She 
also commented on a bigger staff-student ratio and a perception of no time 
being allocated to the lecturers for student support back home. 
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5. Kate (British-Cypriot) 
Aged 22 at the time of the interview, Kate was enrolled on MSc Marketing 
and Business Management course. She completed her undergraduate 
degree in DeMontford University, Leicester. Prior to that, she was 
schooled (English high school) in Cyprus. She moved to Cyprus at the age 
of 8 and then moved back to the UK for her university studies. 
Kate narrated a story of PO as a process of maturing and building 
character/personality (terms used interchangeably) through various life 
experiences. These experiences may be both good and bad but Kate 
returned more often to the bad experiences, mistakes and things she had 
done in the past, which now she 'would consider not mature', and which 
she would have preferred to avoid but, at the same time, she recognised 
that these experiences were the most developmental and, in the end, led 
to positive outcomes. 
Although Kate acknowledged developmental nature of challenges and 
painful experiences, she returned to this topic many times throughout the 
interview, saying that she would not want to 'repeat' these mistakes or 
would not want her children to go through similar things that she had to go 
through in her life and questioning the cost of these 'lessons'. Several 
painful experiences seemed to be very much alive in her memory and 
influencing her current life, for example in the form of 'complexes' (not 
being as good as her 'brainy' brother, not always getting things 'the first 
time with academic learning', 'teachers which do put you down a bit'). But 
they were also motivating her to learn and achieve and go further than her 
teachers would have expect her to go. Therefore Kate's story is also about 
wanting to learn, having curiosity and a wish to learn new things and 
wanting to achieve status through intellectual ability ('people have more 
status when they, they are knowledgeable and I like to learn'. 
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Another important theme in Kate's interview was the one of moving 
countries and having to adapt to a new living environment and try to 'fit in' 
socially. Unlike other students in this study who travelled abroad for 
education, Kate's experience was not positive. She referred to worsening 
of a financial and social status of her family, adaptation difficulties, 
tensions and arguments between her parents (as a result of these 
difficulties), as well as her own position of a stranger - a newcomer in her 
school, which led to several difficulties and feelings of being left out, 
misunderstood and not appreciated (both by other students and teachers). 
The picture that Kate painted of her life in Cyprus was rather bleak and her 
return to the UK (for the university) seemed to be a turning point in her life. 
She felt more in control of her life and also perceived British system of 
education as more diverse and egalitarian (everyone's the same ... there's 
more different people from different cultures over here and I see people 
the same over here, whereas over there, I think, I don't know, it was a bit 
weird'). She recalled the relationships with teachers in Cyprus as 
hierarchical, distant and, at times, unpleasant or hostile (where students 
were afraid of teachers and not asking for help). On the contrary, she 
viewed teachers in the UK (both at the DeMontford University and the 
UoB) as friendly, accessible and supportive with teachers dedicating their 
time and effort to help students and the whole university environment as 
much more relaxed and comfortable. 
6. Masha (Russian) 
Aged 21 at the time of the interview, Masha was enrolled on MSc 
International Business and Management course at the University of 
Bedfordshire (UoB), also (simultaneously) doing a PhD on land resource 
management in big cities (in her second year) in Russia. She graduated 
with a Bachelor's degree in Public Administration back home. 
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Masha's main story line is about becoming educated and intellectua"y 
developed. She began our conversation by placing herself clearly in the 
world of academia, setting out the tone for the whole interview centred on 
academic and career development with an accent placed on 
intellectualism and broad education. Her language and the way of 
expression further stressed her preoccupation with knowledge, intellectual 
abilities and cognition: it was 'scientific', dry, to the point, lacking emotional 
expression, even when Masha talked about social difficulties she 
experienced in her childhood. 
Her strong need to learn, 'to be intelligent person, to be able to maintain all 
conversations, to be able to, not to feel myself like idiot' indicated that 
intellectual abilities and academic achievements were the sources of self­
worth, pride and confidence but also a means to social recognition. This 
reminded me of educational ethos still prevailing among certain social 
stratum referred to as 'intelligentsia' in Central and Eastern European, 
post-Soviet countries (Jankowska, 2011). 
Masha depicted personal development as the development of different 
'spheres of character', both external (knowledge, intellect) and internal 
(personality, way of thinking). Yet, consistently with Masha's belief in the 
power of knowledge, she argued that both spheres can be developed 
through the 'ability to study' (knowing how to study, getting new knowledge 
and using past experiences) and curiosity (a wish to learn new things). 
She also believed that encountering a difficulty or a problem and 
becoming aware of it can be a catalyser for change. To exemplify this 
Masha narrated a story of inner transformation from a nervous, shy child to 
a much more confident young adult instigated by learning about 'these 
different psychological things', which she then 'began to implement on 
[her] ... as all psychologists do'. She associated psychological change 
with a process of self-analysis (spotting the problem), defining a target 
(preferred solution) and designing a course of action in order to achieve 
her target. Although cyclical (implying further self-analysis to assess 
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progress), this process sounded technical, methodological and fairly linear 
- it reminded me of cognitive-behavioural therapy techniques. Later in the 
interview, Masha also referred to a periodical analysis of her 
situation/position which she conducts in order to determine whether she 
wants to take up an opportunity, retain a particular direction or change it. 
The analysis involves weighing 'pluses and minuses', 'efforts and 
efficiency' and other factors and leads to a final decision based on them. 
Masha gave an impression of personal development as a process based 
on cognitive reasoning in which one uses calculation and logics, drawing 
on knowledge and experience available at the time. Both the topics Masha 
raised in relation to personal development and her 'intellectual' language 
provided a sense of academic and career (rather than 'inner') 
development being central to her at that point in time. 
Masha viewed personal development as a lengthy process based on 
education; both in formal and informal settings. She mentioned cultural 
influences and the role of an individual's background in development and 
observed that their powerful influence may not be obvious unless a person 
leaves a familiar environment (home country) and this realisation seemed 
to be an important discovery to her. Asked to provide an example of 
cultural influences, Masha talked about food being a 'cultural thing' and I 
could not resist thinking that this was just a top of the proverbial iceberg 
(at the time of the interview, Masha had been in the UK for only two 
months) and, provided she stayed abroad for a longer period, Masha was 
yet to discover 'deeper' cultural influences. 
Masha did not have a clear plan for the future but she was convinced that 
whatever direction she takes in life, the degrees she would have obtained 
by then (BSc, MSc, PhD) will be useful 'because it's always development'. 
Educational progression from school to university and then to PhD was the 
only thing that Masha was certain of. She also viewed her current studies 
(both in the UK and her PhD in Russia) as an arena for trying out different 
things, which should help her to make a decision about her future career. 
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She commented on the fact that not everything can be planned and some 
opportunities come unexpectedly, changing the course of our lives (for 
example she did not plan to study abroad but she welcomed this 
opportunity upon winning a scholarship). For this reason she was not sure 
whether she would stay in the UK or return to Russia - this would depend 
on career opportunitiesl employment market. 
In learning Masha focused both on building up vast factual knowledge 
(traversing many disciplines) and on in-depth understanding which 
facilitates memorising and practical utilisation of information. She also 
stressed research skills - knowing where to turn to in order to learn more. 
Similarly to other foreign students, Masha narrated substantial differences 
in pedagogic approaches and teaching and learning practices. She talked 
about a much higher degree of formality, more theoretical knowledge and 
bigger demands on students 'back home'. She referred to 'huge amount of 
information' taught in Russia (also stressed by other CEE students) and 
spoke of 'these lectures' here, at the UoB with a hint of depreciation, 
suggesting they cannot compare with lectures back home in respect to the 
depth and breadth of knowledge. 
7. Aseye (African - Ghanaian) 
Aged 26 at the time of the interview, Aseye was enrolled on MSc 
International Business and Management course. It was her first year in the 
UK and at the UoB. She completed her undergraduate study - BSc 
Commerce in Ghana. 
Aseye narrated a story of personal development in several areas of life, 
including education, career, family and social life as well as spiritual 
development (particularly important for her) and a wish to have a 
'balanced' life by attending to all these areas and looking after her physical 
and mental health. 
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For Aseye PO was about progression - moving from one stage to another 
and change (both in an individual and her/his Circumstances). It was also 
about fitting in 'any place' that Aseye may find herself in. 
Education and professional development were interlinked and particularly 
important for Aseye as she placed an accent on obtaining qualifications 
and professional recognition (through participation on professional bodies) 
as a means to obtaining 'the ideal job that [she had] always wanted' - a 
managerial position ('higher rank') in the bank she used to work at, back in 
Ghana. 
Aseye believed that having clear goals and specific plans that are 
reviewed and updated regularly was particularly important in order to 
achieve her academic and career goals. She was one of a few students 
that reported planning in detail, recording their plans with steps and 
deadlines and reviewing their progress. Her language was professional 
and throughout the interview Aseye gave an impression of a serious, well­
organised person who plans her life in a great detail. 
Aseye provided detailed examples of her past work experiences, 
evidencing the benefits of working in a variety of contexts and for and with 
a diversity of people, highlighting the importance of being all rounded, 
mastering skills, learning from more experienced colleagues and having 
various experiences under her belt. At the same time, Aseye accentuated 
her need for a personal challenge, narrating the story of pushing herself, 
expanding her horizons and working to succeed, even in unfavourable 
conditions (such as, for example, a male-dominated banking environment 
in her company in Ghana). 
However, Aseye also explained that life is not 'always about working, 
working, studying, studying .. .' as she has to 'do certain things to take the 
stress away'. Having a close circle of family and friends is important 'for 
the fun of it and for sharing ideas and sharing life' and so is having breaks 
and looking after her health (medical check-ups, physical fitness). Aseye 
also stressed her spiritual development, the need to fulfil her spiritual 
needs and maintain daily spiritual rituals, which give grounds to a healthy, 
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balanced lifestyle: 'I believe that when I am spiritually sound, it, it then 
enables me to be sound in all the other things that I do'. 
Family was very important for Aseye, not only in terms of relationships, 
early learning and support but also cultural values and social 
responsibilities: 
'back in my country family is very, very, very important, yes, ... as a 
Ghanaian no matter how old you grow, you still have to take care of your 
parents, you know, and then your siblings, you don't lose, break this 
connection with your siblings no matter where you are'. 
Like Akili (see case study 4, chapter 6) and Precious (two other African 
students), Aseye mentioned the lack of (or outdated) resources back 
home and the issue of the teacher-students ratio, which affects learning. In 
her perception there is much more pressure and more work at university 
level in Ghana, while here, at the UoB, the atmosphere seems to be more 
relaxed (with a lower workload as well). There are further differences in 
terms of a relationship between teacher and learner. In Ghana it is more 
formal, highly hierarchical and distant, as opposed to more relaxed, 
friendly and informal encounters with lecturers that Aseye experienced at 
the UoB. A teacher in Ghana is 'superior' - treated with respect and 
addressed in a formal way (and only at assigned times). Aseye referred to 
teachers in Ghana as 'he' and 'Sir', which may indicate male domination of 
an academic environment, back home. 
Aseye expressed her surprise with academic practices, standards and 
relationships here and although she explained that she has 'come to learn 
that that's the way it is done here', she also considered the implications of 
studying here ('sometimes I do ask myself, uhm, how come, maybe, I 
didn't want to take my Masters in Ghana but I came here'). Although she 
did not develop this point further, reading through the transcript I pondered 
on the risks of 'culture transplant' and 'tissue rejection' (Holliday, 1992) 
and the issues of transferability and usability of knowledge and academic 
practices, especially for those students who plan to return to their home 
countries. 
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